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This dissertation examines four themes which underscore how the 19th century was, in a 
number of ways, a pivotal time period with regards to ecological relations in the Andean region. 
During the 19th century, food production became more mechanized, the introduction of the steam 
engine led to faster transportation across great expanses, and an intensification of resource 
extraction in the mining industry occurred, all of which further distanced Andean peoples from 
the environment and the other species which also inhabit its various ecological niches. However, 
these changes should not be thought of as totalizing or all-encompassing. An analysis of a variety 
of literary and cultural forms from the second half of the 19th century and the early 20th century 
demonstrates that, in reality, a complex negotiation of worldviews and attitudes towards the 
environment was happening during this first century of nationhood in both Chile and Bolivia. By 
delving into sources which have not been traditionally deemed “canonical” 19th century texts, it 
is possible to perceive how certain groups of people in the Andes dwelled deeply with the 
landscape, even in the face of sweeping modernization. 
The first chapter of this dissertation explores the way in which animals are depicted in 
travel journals, oral tales and a novel, to explore attitudes toward both wild and domesticated 
animals and to question the human-animal divide. A brief discussion of travel writings In the 
Wilds of South America (1918) by Leo Miller and Carpenter’s Geographical Reader: South 
America (1899) by Frank Carpenter demonstrates how the perspective of the foreigner, relying 
on traditional forms of Western knowledge and influenced by economic and political motives, 
often fails to capture the nuances of interactions between human and animal inhabitants of the 
Andean landscape. Then I turn to Mapuche oral tales and the Bolivian novel Páginas bárbaras 
by Jaime Mendoza in order to consider examples of representations of human-animal 
interactions which demonstrate some level of persistence of indigenous attitudes towards multi-
species interactions and which do not conform to Western binary divisions. 
In chapter two, I analyze newspaper articles from a few Andean newspapers, El heraldo 
(1877-1910), El nacional (1849-1854) and El mensajero de la agricultura (1856-1857), which 
demonstrate that it is the intersection of technological invention with an attitude of unbounded 
development that occurs in the late 19th century which truly transforms agricultural production in 
an ecologically unsustainable manner. However, alternative methods of food production and 
technologies certainly persisted, as is evident in Anselm Guise’s travel book Six Years in 
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Bolivia: The Adventures of a Mining Engineer (1922) and Edmond Reuel Smith’s The 
Araucanians (1855). Both accounts offer fascinating insight into Andean agricultural techniques 
and methods of food preparation used by native inhabitants, as well as the attitudes which guided 
their use of said methods. 
The third chapter discusses transportation with specific focus on the introduction of 
railways in these countries in the 19th century, which marked a significant change in the way in 
which humans traversed the natural landscape. The accounts of German travelers Aquinas Ried 
and Cesar Maas from the 1840s demonstrate that travel which relied on animals created vital 
contact zones, where travelers in the Andes were forced into more interactions with the dynamic 
and ever-changing Andean landscape but also with people of diverse racial and socioeconomic 
backgrounds. Through an analysis of photography from the Museo Histórico Nacional de Chile 
and newspaper articles published in El caracolino (1872-1879), La reforma (1871-1878), and El 
comercio (1878-1905), I examine how Andean officials imbued the steam-engine locomotive 
with the power to unite massive expanses of territory and to propel the nation as a whole into a 
state of modernity. Fortunately, an analysis of American adventurer Annie Smith Peck’s travel 
journal, A Search for the Apex of America reveals that alternative lines of transport persisted and 
thrived, resulting in a complex web of collaboration and exchange of people and goods. 
The last chapter considers the topic of mining and the lifestyles of Andean laborers. 
Baldomero Lillo’s short story collection Sub-terra (1904) and Jaime Mendoza’s well-known 
novel En las tierras de Potosí (1911) offer strong social critiques of life in mining towns and the 
dangerous conditions to which the workers were exposed. I argue that the literary techniques in 
vogue in the first decade of the 20th century utilized by both Mendoza and Lillo in their works, 
due to their emphasis on the space of the mining town and the plight of the mining labor force, 
offer a problematic representation of the scale of the ecological damage caused by this industry. I 
then turn to analyze two photography collections by photographer Robert Gerstmann (1896-
1960), which help to dispel this false notion of the limited ecological impact of the mining 
industry. Specifically, Gerstmann’s photography from the collections Boliva: 150 grabados en 
cobre and Chile: 260 grabados en cobre reveal the farther-reaching repercussions of mining on 
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INTRODUCTION: NEGOTIATED ECOLOGIES: INDIGENEITY AND 
ECOCRITICISM IN 19TH CENTURY BOLIVIA AND CHILE 
As he prepared for his departure, British adventurer Anselm Verener Lee Guise reflected 
on his time spent in Bolivia and declared, “From the point of view of the traveler, Bolivia is well 
worth visiting…great mineral wealth lies hidden in the mountains- tin, copper, silver, gold and 
wolfram-and in the low lands, there is petroleum” (242). Author of the book Six Years in Bolivia: 
The Adventures of a Mining Engineer (1922), Guise reports on life in the early 20th century in 
two distinct geographic zones of Bolivia, offering commentary on the people, the landscape and 
the native ways of life.1 Like many European travelers of this time period, his descriptions of the 
Andean landscape are heavily marked by a neocolonial and expansionist discourse which 
attempted to justify European and American intervention in these territories. However, foreign 
travelers and entrepreneurs were not the only ones viewing the Andean landscape with fresh 
eyes, as the governing Latin American lettered elites also reexamined the natural resources 
provided by the environment, pondering how to create economic and political stability and 
subsequently catapult their homeland into a state of modernity. Therefore, while the continuing 
impact of the colonial period on these territories cannot be denied, independence certainly 
ushered in many changes with regards to attitudes and practices which would impact the 
environment as well as relationships between humans and nature.  
My dissertation research project studies the intersections of ecology and indigeneity in 
Chile and Bolivia in literary and visual production from the 19th century. In particular, my 
dissertation examines a variety of forms of literary and cultural production from Chile and 
Bolivia including newspaper articles, photography, travel journals, short stories and novels.  Its 
                                                 




contribution to the field of Andean literary and cultural studies is to problematize the binary 
relation between humans and non-human nature in order to understand how interactions between 
the two during the 19th century reveal a complex negotiation of ecologies and worldviews. While 
in some instances the legacy of colonialism has produced relationships of dominance and 
exploitation of nature, a careful analysis of literary and cultural production from the time period 
also shows signs of more nuanced and intimate connections between human and non-human 
elements of the environment. This investigation works to expand current conversations regarding 
ecocriticism in Latin America, which were previously quite limited but have started to flourish, 
especially in the last decade.  
The Growing Subdiscipline of Latin American Ecocriticism 
As the current state of our environment is considered by many to be in crisis or “gradual 
suicide” (Kane 12), the introduction of ecocriticism in the analysis of Latin American literature 
has been viewed as quite valuable in assessing past relationships with the biosphere as well as 
envisioning alternatives or solutions. Ecocriticism has been defined by Greg Garrard as 
exploring the ways in which we imagine and portray the relationship between humans and the 
environment in all areas of cultural production (1). While ecological criticism has gained 
significant traction among scholars in the U.S. and Europe, it is still relatively unexplored and 
remains especially neglected within the Latin American literary and cultural canon. 2 In recent 
publications, the need for an increased output in specifically Latin American ecocriticism has 
been underscored, recognizing that the unique historical, political and economic realities of this 
                                                 
2 The preface to the book The Natural World in Latin American Literatures: Ecocritical Essays on Twentieth 
Century Writings by Adrian Kane, as well as the chapter by Jonathan Tittler included in the volume, both indicate 
the need for increased scholarly production with regards to ecocriticism specific to Latin America, as contributions 
to the field have been limited in comparison with ecocriticism on Anglo-American and European literary forms. 
Additionally, Mark Anderson’s edited collection Ecological Crisis and Cultural Representation in Latin America 




region differ greatly from that which molds the discussions held by U.S and European scholars.3 
Recent scholarship on ecocriticism in Latin America has given substantial attention to the 
regional novels of the 1920s and 30s, such as Don Segundo Sombra, Doña Bárbara and La 
vorágine.4 It has been suggested that the environment became a principal concern to authors of 
this time period as a result of, “a perceived crisis of identity in the face of external modernizing 
forces and the threat of U.S. imperialism” (Kane 2). 
However, the importance of the environment and the relationship between human beings 
and nature is evident in texts prior to the regional novel and yet, has remained relatively 
untouched by scholars of ecocriticism. The book A History of Ecology and Environmentalism in 
Spanish American Literature (2013) by Scott Devries is perhaps one of few investigations which 
traces the development of ecological thought in Latin American texts back to early 19th century. 
Many forms of literary and cultural production remain unexplored from an ecocritical 
perspective, such as newspaper articles and travel journals, which provide fresh insight on how 
the shifts of the 19th century impacted attitudes regarding relationships to the environment. 
Furthermore, an ecologically critical analysis can permit for an expansion of the current 
understanding of how the same dominant structures of power of that time period caused 
environmental degradation as well as perpetuated social injustices.  
The 19th century is essential to understanding the evolution of Andean attitudes towards 
the environment. This time period was without a doubt a foundational one, as new nations and 
                                                 
3 In the past five years, a number of books have been published which have begun to address this lacuna in Latin 
American ecocritical scholarship. Some of the most notable contributions are Scott Devries’ Creature Discomforts: 
Fauna-Criticism, Ethics and the Representation of Animals in Spanish American Fiction and Poetry (2016), Martha 
Few and Zeb Tortorici’s edited volume Centering Animals in Latin American History (2013), Gisela Heffes’ 
Políticas de la destrucción, poéticas de la preservación (2013), Gabriel Giorgi’s Formas comunes: animalidad, 
cultura, biopolítica (2014) and Marie Escalante’s La naturaleza como artificio: representaciones de lo natural en el 
modernismo (2016).    
4 Books such as Nature, Neo-colonialism and the Spanish-American Regional Writers (2005) by Jennifer French, A 
History of Ecology and Environmentalism in Spanish American Literature (2013) by Scott Devries and Kane’s book 
all include multiple chapters dedicated to ecocritical analysis of regional novels. 
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governments were established throughout the region and their economies shifted from a colonial 
system to their incorporation into capitalist modernization. In the latter half of the 19th century 
and first decades of the 20th century, with the adoption of paradigms of liberalism, Latin 
American nations were further and more intensely integrated into global market relations, most 
frequently as exporters of “raw” or primary commodities (Beckman 3), certainly impacting 
interactions between humans and the environment. It is important to note that in the case of the 
Andes, this integration into capitalist modernization was uneven, resulting in a stark contrast of 
development between coastal and interior zones. Thus, many of the changes which would occur 
in the Andes would be implemented much earlier in Chile than in Bolivia. In general, 
investigations of the previous century are necessary and quite valuable, as they can allow us to 
better understand the roots of modern environmental degradation as well as prior forms of 
negotiation and resistance to these degrading behaviors.  
More specifically, the temporal scope of this project ranges from the decade of the 1850s 
to the 1920s. As Brooke Larson explains in the introduction to her book Trials of Nation 
Making: Liberalism, Race and Ethnicity in the Andes: 1810-1910, the first decades in the 
aftermath of the wars of independence were marked by economic recession, political instability, 
elite fragmentation and deep regional rivalries (6). It is not until the midcentury that Creole 
politicians in these countries would prepare their republics for what would hopefully be, “the 
onset of liberalism, capitalism and modern state making” (Larson 7). Thus, my project begins 
with this turning point around the middle of the 19th century, which brought significant change in 
the way the environment was approached and exploited. In contrast with Chile, the literary and 
cultural forms on Bolivia examined in this study tend to come from later years in this time 
period, as Bolivia’s geographic isolation and the political factionalism that defined the nation’s 
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early years resulted in the late development of literary forms, especially of narrative forms 
(Márquez 156). The 1920s marks the end of the scope of my project, as the 1920s was another 
important turning point due to the convergence of a number of economic, political and cultural 
events (French 36-37). As Jennifer French underscores, it is during this period in which “the 
apex of British investment in Latin America [occurs] and many Latin Americans’ rude 
awakening to the deleterious effects that investment was having on their human and natural 
landscapes” (37). Thus, in the decade of the 1920s, we begin to see the publication of the telluric 
regionalist novels, which attempted to create a new, autochthonous literature by drawing on both 
international influences, local cultures, and the imagery of the natural world in Latin America 
(Gollnick 44, Kane 2-3). 
My project pushes the limits of Andean studies in a geographic sense, by shifting the 
focus of the Andean away from Perú, which has tended to receive the bulk of scholarly attention 
in comparison with other zones of the Andes, and instead examine the Andes through the literary 
and cultural production of Bolivia and Chile. Currently within Latin American studies, Chile is 
more frequently considered from the perspective of the Southern Cone. However, historically 
Chile has been tightly bound to other Andean nations politically as well as economically and 
obviously, geographically it does indeed forms part of the Andean mountain range. Prior to their 
establishment as independent nations, the territories which comprise Chile and Bolivia shared a 
common history, both precolonial and colonial, and thus, unsurprisingly they share many 
commonalities with regards to cultural practices and beliefs.5 However, a comparison of these 
                                                 
5 Prior to the conquest of South America, portions of the territories which are now Bolivia and Chile comprised part 
of the expansive Incan empire known as Tawantinsuyo. Following the conquest in the 1530s, both Bolivia and Chile 
formed part of the Viceroyalty of Peru for roughly two centuries, until the 1770s when Bolivia became part of the 
Viceroyalty of Rio de la Plata. Furthermore, due to unclear Spanish colonial boundaries, after the independence 
movements of the 1820s, Bolivia, Chile and Peru all competed for a mineral-rich portion of the Atacama Desert, 
which led to a war between the nations in 1879, the War of the Pacific.     
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two nations is also valuable in that it allows us to observe how certain demographic and 
geographic factors have resulted in distinct ecologies and attitudes towards the environment.   
Ecocritical Approaches to Andean Worldviews 
Primarily, my project relies on theories put forth in the past two decades in the field of 
ecocriticism. With ecocriticism I refer to the initial working definition put forth by Cheryll 
Glotfely in The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology (1996), which defines it as, 
“the study of the relationship between literature and the physical environment” (xix). In recent 
years, the Association for the Study of Literature and the Environment (ASLE) has 
acknowledged, “the broad range of cultural processes in which and through which the complex 
negotiations of nature and culture take place” (Garrard 5). Therefore, I rely on a broader 
definition of ecocriticism suggested by Greg Garrard which is, “the study of the relationship of 
the human and non-human, throughout human cultural history”, thus, giving space to both 
literary and cultural ecocriticism (5-6). Although published a while ago, Garrard’s book serves as 
a foundation for my project, as his insights with regards to the concepts of “wilderness” and the 
“ecological Indian” still prove to be relevant.6 When applying the theoretical techniques 
proposed by scholars from the North American movement of ecocriticism, I am careful to 
acknowledge and take into consideration the distinct setting and historical context of the primary 
texts and visual images being considered. 
My project is also heavily influenced by anthropologist Anna Tsing’s work, which 
pushes us to look at the coexistence of varying world-making activities and forms of 
collaborative survival within multispecies landscapes in times of massive human destruction. As 
Tsing has adeptly underscored in her book The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the 
Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins (2015), many preindustrial livelihoods or activities have 
                                                 
6 Both of these concepts will be discussed in greater detail in the body chapters which follow.  
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persisted in our increasingly globalized and mechanized world, and new ones have emerged, but 
“we neglect them because they are not a part of progress” (22). She calls for us to reorient our 
attention, as “these livelihoods make worlds too- and they show us how to look around rather 
than ahead” (Tsing, The Mushroom 22). In a similar vein, in the book The Extractive Zone: 
Social Ecologies and Decolonial Perspectives (2017) Macarena Gómez-Barris also advocates for 
a recovery of “submerged perspectives” or alternative ways of life which exceed, escape, 
mediate and invert extractive capitalist views which have been hegemonic (133). While Gómez -
Barris’s work is fruitful in its discussion of the continued legacies of colonialism in the context 
of South America around the turn of the 21st century, I find Tsing’s approximation more 
productive for the purposes of this project. This is due to Tsing’s broader consideration of 
alternative modes of being which examines multi-species cohabitation and entanglements, 
whereas Gómez-Barris focuses heavily on the negotiation and interaction between human 
groups.   
Moreover, as my project examines a time period during which the discourse of progress 
and modernization was hegemonic, Tsing’s ideas regarding alternative temporalities and 
interspecies collaborative survival are extremely valuable and productive, allowing for a more 
nuanced understanding of the attitudes towards and practices involving the environment. Tsing 
has advocated for the “art of noticing”, of striving to look beyond spaces of progress and 
innovation and to perceive other life processes which march to a different beat. According to 
Tsing, since the 19th century, progress has become deeply embedded in assumptions of what it 
means to be human, a defining characteristic which separates humans from other species (The 
Mushroom 20-21). However, she emphasizes that this is merely an assumption and argues that, 
“without that driving beat [of progress], we might notice other temporal patterns,” which can 
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help us to observe and identify other rhythms interwoven into the landscape (Tsing, The 
Mushroom 21). Unfortunately, as Tsing focuses almost entirely on places in the Global North 
(the U.S. and Japan), her study fails to attend to countries which have long and significant 
histories of precarity and collaborative survival due to centuries of colonial rule. Though she 
does examine some marginalized immigrant populations in the Pacific Northwest of the United 
States, she does not delve into a longer history of collaborative survival which exists globally. 
Thus, I take the concepts put forth by Tsing and consider them in a broader context (both 
temporally and geographically), as I contend that they help to recognize indigenous worldviews 
and practices as valuable examples of collaboration with the landscape.  
Furthermore, while Tsing’s theoretical approximation, which allows for the exploration 
of the multispecies entanglements and the coexistence of varying worldviews, has proved 
convincing and productive within the field of anthropology, it has yet to cross over and to be 
integrated into discussions of Andean literature and culture. Therefore, I believe that Tsing’s 
critical approach facilitates new possible readings which could produce compelling insights into 
topics of Andean ecology and relationships with the land as well as into the negotiation of 
Andean identities. In a similar vein to Tsing’s work, Donna Haraways well-known book When 
Species Meet (2007) has also been beneficial to read beyond the animal-human divide, helping to 
complicate our understanding of interspecies relations in the Andes. Her discussion of 
companion species and the contact zone facilitates a reading of animal-human relations based in 
curiosity, respect and knowledge, which helps to work against ideas of human exceptionalism.  
Finally, as my dissertation project incorporates a variety of literary and visual forms 
(newspapers, travel accounts, photographs and novels), it requires the use of a range of 
theoretical methodologies which address the diversity of genres and discourses espoused by the 
9 
 
authors. My analysis of newspapers draws from the works of Fernando Unzueta and Francisco 
Ortega, both of whom have published important contributions regarding the press as a tool to 
shape the public’s attitude and to legitimize and solidify institutional power.7 When considering 
the perspective of European and North American adventurers and entrepreneurs, my project 
enters into dialogue with the ideas put forth by Mary Louise Pratt in her famous book, Imperial 
Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (2010), specifically regarding the importance of 
travel writing as an epistemological tool and her concept of contact zones. Visual images serve 
as important forms of expression as well as constructions of reality and thus, can offer valuable 
and unique perspective on the interactions between nature and society. However, the study of 
visual culture requires a different set of tools and for that reason, I rely on theoretical 
methodologies from the field of visual studies as well, such as the book Visual Methodologies 
(2016) by Gillian Rose. 
Exploring Negotiated Ecologies Through Four Main Themes 
The chapters of my dissertation center on four major topics which highlight different 
relationships between human beings and the environment. As my project examines the 19th 
century as a transition from the colonial period, in each chapter I include a discussion of colonial 
ways of thinking about the environment as well as indigenous ecologies which have persisted 
and evolved since pre-Hispanic times. The first topic to be considered centers on animal/human 
relations. I examine the way in which animals are depicted in travel journals, oral tales and a 
novel, to explore attitudes toward both wild and domesticated animals and to question the 
human-animal divide. Due to the dominance of Western forms of knowledge during this time 
period in Latin America, many literary forms offer very narrow portrayals of relationships 
                                                 
7 Here I refer to Fernando Unzueta’s article “Periódicos y formación nacional: Bolivia en sus primeros años” (2000) 
and Francisco Ortega’s edited volume Disfraz y pluma de todos: opinión pública y cultura política, siglos XVIII y 
XIX (2012).  
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between human and non-human inhabitants, pushing animal inhabitants into the backdrop of 
their textual descriptions.  A brief discussion of travel writings In the Wilds of South America 
(1918) by Leo Miller and Carpenter’s Geographical Reader: South America (1899) by Frank 
Carpenter demonstrates the manner in which the perspective of the foreigner, relying on 
traditional forms of Western knowledge and influenced by economic and political motives, often 
fails to capture the nuances of interactions between human and animal inhabitants of the Andean 
landscape. 
Upon further investigation of additional oral and narrative forms, it is possible, although 
admittedly difficult, to observe examples of representations of human-animal interactions which 
do not conform to Western binary divisions and which demonstrate some level of persistence of 
indigenous attitudes towards multi-species interactions. The transcribed oral stories of the 
Mapuche people, “Cuento del flojo” (1911) and “Cuento de los dos primos jóvenes” (1901), 
provide crucial insight into commonly held attitudes towards animals beyond their utilitarian or 
economic value, underscoring the importance of living collectively with the non-human beings 
of the environment. Moreover, the novel Páginas bárbaras (1914) by criollo author Jaime 
Mendoza explores and questions the categories of civilization and barbarism popular during the 
long 19th century, and in doing so criticizes the narrative of progress and advocates for the 
adoption of indigenous mentalities. Both of these texts, which have been given scant attention by 
literary scholars, are extremely valuable as they add to the cacophony of voices and perspectives, 
and help us to unmoor from hegemonic discourses regarding human-animal relations. 
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The second theme is Andean foodways as represented in travel journals and newspapers.8 
The study of foodways allows us to understand how environmental factors unique to the Andean 
region have impacted the social hierarchies articulated by food, allowing for the persistence of 
certain culinary practices and preferences. In this chapter I begin by analyzing newspaper articles 
from a few Andean newspapers, El heraldo (1877-1910), El nacional (1849-1854) and El 
mensajero de la agricultura (1856-1857), in order to question the extent to which this major 
turning point in environmental relations can be attributed to significant technological innovations 
of the time period. Through an examination of agricultural techniques and tools discussed in 
these articles, I argue that it is the intersection of technological invention with an attitude of 
unbounded development that occurs in the late 19th century in the Andes which truly transforms 
agricultural production in an ecologically unsustainable manner. Though governing Andean 
elites would present this as the only path forward, as technology and Western knowledge served 
as signs of modernity and civilization, alternative methods of food production and technologies 
certainly persisted. Anselm Guise’s travel book Six Years in Bolivia: The Adventures of a Mining 
Engineer (1922) and Edmond Reuel Smith’s The Araucanians, or Notes of a Tour among the 
Indian Tribes of Southern Chile (1855), both offer fascinating insight into Andean agricultural 
techniques and methods of food preparation used by native inhabitants, as well as the attitudes 
which guided their use of said methods. An investigation of foodways as represented in travel 
journals by these foreign travel writers during this same time period allows for an analysis of the 
ecological sustainability of alternative practices and attitudes towards foodways which existed in 
these countries, which were not represented by Andean writers in the press.   
                                                 
8 Foodways is a common term utilized by food studies scholars, such as David Kaplan in his book The Philosophy of 
Food (2012) and Gillian Crowther in her book Eating Culture: An Anthropological Guide to Food (2013), to refer 
the cultural, social, and economic practices relating to the production and consumption of food. 
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The third major theme is transportation as portrayed in newspaper articles, photography 
and travel journals, with specific focus on the introduction of railways in these countries in the 
19th century, which marked a significant change in the way in which humans traversed the 
natural landscape. In this chapter, I first turn to the travel accounts of two German men, Aquinas 
Ried and Cesar Maas, who voyaged together down the Andean cordillera from Valparaiso in 
north-central Chile to Osorno in southern Chile.9 Their accounts demonstrate that travel which 
relied on animals created vital contact zones, where travelers in the Andes were forced into more 
interactions with the dynamic and ever-changing Andean landscape but also with people of 
diverse racial and socioeconomic backgrounds. With the introduction of the railways and 
locomotives, these cultural and environmental contact zones would be reduced, as this new mode 
of transportation would constitute a major leap in speed and mobility, resulting in further 
distancing of many Andean travelers from the environment. Through an analysis of photography 
from the National History Museum of Chile and newspaper articles published in El caracolino 
(1872-1879), La reforma (1871-1878), and El comercio (1878-1905), I examine how Andean 
officials imbued the steam-engine locomotive with many powers, such as the ability to unite 
massive expanses of territory and people from far reaches of the nation and to propel the nation 
as a whole into a state of modernity. However, as we’ll see through an analysis of American 
adventurer Annie Smith Peck’s travel journal, A Search for the Apex of America: High Mountain 
Climbing in Peru and Bolivia Including the Conquest of Huascaran, with Some Observations on 
the Country and People Below (1911), in the early decades of the twentieth century, despite the 
attempts of the governing Andean elites to transition to reliance on “modern” modes of transport, 
                                                 
9 Maas’s account is titled Viaje a través de las provincias australes de la república de Chile desde enero hasta junio 
de 1847 and Ried’s is titled, Diario de viaje desde Valparaíso hasta el lago Llanquihue y de regreso (1847). 
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alternative lines of transport persisted and thrived, resulting in a complex web of collaboration 
and exchange of people and goods.  
The last chapter considers the topic of mining and the lifestyles of Andean laborers 
through narrative forms (short stories and novels) and photography. The literary works of 
Baldomero Lillo and Jaime Mendoza serve as a basis for my investigation of mining and its 
ecological impact on local Andean communities. Lillo’s short story collection Sub-terra (1904) 
and Mendoza’s well-known novel En las tierras de Potosí (1911) offer very critical portrayals of 
life in mining towns and the dangerous conditions to which the workers were exposed. I argue 
that the literary techniques in vogue in the first decade of the 20th century utilized by both 
Mendoza and Lillo in their works, due to their emphasis on the space of the mining town and the 
plight of the mining labor force, offer a problematic representation of the scale of the ecological 
damage caused by this industry. Thus, in order to gain a more holistic perspective of mining’s 
effect on the non-human environment, it is necessary to investigate alternative sources which 
situate the mining camps within the ecosystems which they occupy and therefore, can better help 
to uncover the far-reaching impacts of this industry.  
Here, I turn to analyze two photography collections by Vienna-born photographer Robert 
Gerstmann (1896-1960), which help to dispel this false notion of the limited ecological impact of 
the mining industry. Specifically, Gerstmann’s photography from the collections Boliva: 150 
grabados en cobre and Chile: 260 grabados en cobre reveal the farther-reaching repercussions 
of mining on the landscape and entities of the non-human environment. Upon dispelling this 
false notion of the isolated effects of mining activities, it becomes evident that the mining 
industry, in its drive for progress and the accumulation of wealth, has severely disrupted and 
polluted entire ecosystems, leaving large swaths of territory in capitalist ruins. And yet life 
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continues in these ruins, especially for marginalized populations who have no choice but to live 
in the wreckage of capitalist exploitation. As our world moves towards a state of precarity, it is 
essential that we look to and learn from indigenous populations, who have adopted collaborative 
survival strategies for centuries in the Andean region. Through each of these four critical issues, 
I highlight the complexity of interactions between humans and the environment in order to 
deconstruct the stereotypical divide between them and to better explore how Andean attitudes 
towards the environment are unique and may provide alternative, more sustainable imaginings of 































CHAPTER 1: EXPLORATIONS OF ANDEAN LITERARY PRODUCTION: 
THICKENING ANIMAL/HUMAN RELATIONS 
“Con planchas de oro chaparon los templos del Sol y los aposentos reales, donde quiera que los había; pusieron 
muchas figuras de hombres y mujeres, y de aves del aire y del agua, y de animales bravos, como tigres, osos, leones, 
zorras, perros y gatos cervales, venados, huanacus y vicuñas y de las ovejas domésticas, todo de oro y plata vaciado 
al natural en su figura y tamaño, y los ponían por las paredes, en los vacíos y concavidades, que yendo labrándolos 
dejaban para aquel afecto.” -Garcilaso de la Vega Inca, Comentarios reales de los Incas (1609) 
 In the writings of Spanish chroniclers of the 16th and 17th centuries, animals appear 
repeatedly in the descriptions of the “newly discovered” territories of South America, expressing 
their fascination and awe of never before seen flora and fauna. For example, in Historia del 
nuevo mundo (1653) the 17th century Spanish Jesuit missionary and writer Bernabé Cobo 
dedicates significant attention to the description of the wide array of creatures of all sorts: 
“silvestres y muchos fieros, dañosos; y los domésticos y mansos que tenían los indios” most of 
which were, “singulares propios desta tierra, no conocidos antes en Europa ni en las otras partes 
del Mundo Viejo” (76).10 However, the frequent description of animals in these chronicles 
cannot solely be attributed to their novelty but also stems from the central role animals occupy in 
indigenous Andean worldviews. As Garcilaso de la Vega describes in the above epigraph, animal 
figures adorned Incan buildings and jewelry, indicating their significance symbolically within 
Incan civilization, though often dismissed by Spanish authors as proof of their idolatrous ways 
(46). 
                                                 
10 In addition to Cobo, numerous other chroniclers from the colonial period documented the Spanish encounter with 
never before seen flora and fauna in the Andean region, such as Pedro Cieza de León’s La crónica del Perú (1553), 
José de Acosta’s book Historia natural y moral de las Indias (1590) and Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés’s 
La historia general y natural de las Indias (1535).  
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Moreover, animals have been an integral component of native Andean cosmologies, 
playing a central role in origin myths and serving as important protagonists in storytelling of the 
Quechua, Aymara and Mapuche peoples. The relatively few texts which capture the indigenous 
point of view, such as the El manuscrito de Huarochirí and Nueva corónica y buen gobierno by 
Guaman Poma de Ayala, support this claim, demonstrating how animals were not merely 
background entities, but rather essential members of relationships of reciprocity and contributors 
to world-making activities (though not always positively or harmoniously).11 However, over the 
course of centuries, as worldviews competed, Western forms of knowledge and scientific 
conceptions which establish a clear separation and opposition between humans and nature have 
tended to dominate, marginalizing the native Andean worldviews which historically had placed 
animals at the heart of society. Thus, with the arrival of independence in the early 19th century, 
depictions of the intricate interweaving of human-animal lifeways were scarcely represented in 
literary forms of the time period, especially as the number of indigenous authors remained 
limited in both Chile and Bolivia.12  
Perhaps unsurprisingly then, it is necessary to delve deep into the literature of the Andes 
in order to begin to examine the complex attitudes which guided human-animal interactions. In 
addition to the impact of scientific knowledge in shaping perceptions about animals, the 
economic context of the export boom of the latter half of the 19th century also influences the way 
in which authors registered relations with non-human animal beings, restricting discussions of 
animals to their economic or utilitarian value. A bulk of literary and cultural forms of the late 
                                                 
11 For an interesting discussion of the role of animals in Andean pre-Columbian and colonial culture, see Gregory 
Cushman’s chapter “The Environmental Contexts of Guaman Poma: Interethnic Conflict over Forest Resources and 
Place in Huamanga, 1540–1600” in Unlocking the Doors to the Worlds of Guaman Poma and His Nueva Corónica. 
See also Frank Salomon introductory chapter to El manuscrito de Huarochirí for brief discussion of multi-species 
interactions (1-40).  
12 This is in accord with Gabriel Giorgi’s assertion in the introduction to his book Formas comunes: animalidad, 
cultura y biopolítica (2014) that it is not until the 1960s that narratives began to really articulate the blurring of 
human-non-human life (1-3).  
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19th century in Latin America are marked by a discourse of progress, resulting in a narrow 
understanding of the diversity of world-making activities which existed. Here I use world-
making activities in the way Anna Tsing employs the term, referring to the practical activities 
that all organisms perform or undertake. She argues for the utility of this term because, unlike 
theoretical terms like “ontologies” which tend to segregate perspectives, “world-making 
activities” allows for “layering” and “friction” and gives humans “no special status” (Tsing, The 
Mushroom 292).The drive for wealth and modernization is at the forefront of works by native 
Andean authors and foreign authors alike, which results in a tendency to obfuscate the 
“divergent, layered and conjoined projects that make up worlds” (Tsing, The Mushroom 22). To 
begin, a brief discussion of two samples of travel writing demonstrates the manner in which the 
perspective of the foreigner, relying on traditional forms of Western knowledge and influenced 
by economic and political motives, often fails to capture the nuances of interactions between 
human and animal inhabitants of the Andean landscape. Though Frank Carpenter’s 
Geographical Reader: South America (1899) and Leo Miller’s In the Wilds of South America 
(1918) declare very different objectives in the introductions to their texts, both offer very narrow 
portrayals of relationships between human and non-human inhabitants, pushing animal 
inhabitants into the backdrop of their textual descriptions.   
However, upon further investigation of additional oral and narrative forms, it is possible, 
although admittedly difficult, to observe examples of representations of human-animal 
interactions which do not conform to Western binary divisions and which demonstrate some 
level of persistence of indigenous attitudes towards multi-species interactions.13 According to 
Anna Tsing, the act of “listening to the cacophony of troubled stories” is an important one which 
                                                 
13 This is not to say that indigenous attitudes towards non-human species are always more sustainable, but rather, 
overall, the indigenous groups discussed in this chapter demonstrate a more nuanced perception of the collective 
lives forged with multi-species interactions.    
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allows us to break away from the “unified progress-time we long to still obey,” which is essential 
to survival in increasingly precarious world (The Mushroom 34). This is precisely the value of 
examining and exploring two texts from Bolivia and Chile which have been given scant attention 
by literary scholars, because they add to the “cacophony” of voices and perspectives, and help us 
to unmoor from hegemonic discourses regarding human-animal relations. A selection of short 
stories from the collection Historia y conocimiento oral Mapuche: sobrevivientes de la campaña 
del desierto y Ocupación de la Araucanía (1899-1926) provide crucial insight into commonly 
held attitudes towards animals beyond their utilitarian or economic value.  
Then, turning to the case of Bolivia, the novel Páginas bárbaras (1914) by criollo author 
Jaime Mendoza explores and questions the categories of civilization and barbarism popular 
during the long 19th century, and in doing so criticizes the narrative of progress and advocates for 
the adoption of indigenous mentalities. In my investigation of these two texts, I argue that 
although very distinct from each other with regards to literary style and techniques utilized, both 
capture the profound significance animals have had in shaping Andean culture well into the 20th 
century. However, in other instances in later chapters, travel writing will actually serve to 
thicken or complicate our understanding of relations between the humans and non-human 
environment, as travel writers at times took note of indigenous topics that native Andean authors 
neglect or intentionally avoid. 14 It is for this reason that a variety of sources must be consulted in 
order to begin to achieve a holistic perspective of Andean ecological relations. It is essential to 
achieve a more holistic understanding of interspecies relations in the Andes because the multiple 
and complex ways in which Andean peoples approach non-human species are distinct from other 
parts of the world and these approaches shape their attitudes towards environment as a whole. 
                                                 
14 The concept of thickening is one put forth recently by environmental humanists as a way of addressing gaps in 
knowledge by “adding layers of meaning and significance to our experience and understanding of reality” (Hulme 
334).   
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So, first, we’ll turn to foreign travel writers’ perspectives on animal-human relations, as these 
writings allow for us to observe how authors have tended to reduce the role of animals in Andean 
lifeways, and then we’ll examine some texts from native Andean writers which serve to flesh out 
the intricacies of these relations that foreign authors fail to capture. 
Human-Animal Relations in Travel Writing: Animals as Part of the Backdrop     
Numerous travel accounts exist which document life in the Andes in the late 19th and 
early 20th century from a Western perspective, frequently over-simplifying the relevance of 
animals in Andean society. First, Carpenter’s Geographical Reader initially published in 1899 
and subsequent editions in the 1920s, is a fascinating example of how travel writing has tended 
to flatten human-animal relations due to the authorial prejudices held by Western authors. Frank 
Carpenter was an American journalist, lecturer and travel writer, celebrated for popularizing the 
subjects of geography and cultural anthropology in American schools. He produced geographical 
readers for every continent which were used throughout American school systems for more than 
forty years, significantly molding American perceptions of foreign landscapes and civilizations 
(“Carpenter Collection”).15 Carpenter logged 25,000 miles of travel throughout South America in 
1898, permitting the author to tout the authenticity and veracity of the descriptions he provides 
which were “written on the ground” and the photographs were taken “especially for this book” 
(Carpenter 6). In the introduction to his South American reader, the author states that the book 
serves to, “aid in putting flesh and blood on the bones of the geographies” of these countries and 
provides an “imaginary tour” which allows students to “see life in the villages and spend days 
upon the farm, the factories and in the mines” (5-6). Through the use of verbs such as “explore,” 
                                                 
15 This introductory article on Carpenter’s work was published as part of the Library of Congress Digital Collection 
and thus, has no page numbers.   
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“see” and “feel,” Carpenter imbues his book with the power to provide students with a sensorial 
experience, and an intimate knowledge of the places visited.  
However, Carpenter’s descriptions and photographs impose a Western lens upon the 
inhabitants of the Andean zone, both human and non-human. From the start of his introduction, 
his adherence to a binary division prevents an “authentic” understanding of human-animal 
relations in the Andes. As he lays out the purpose of his book he spends a few paragraphs 
explaining the aspects of human geography through which he will guide the students, with 
special attention to the “great industries” of the region (5-6). Towards the end of the introduction 
he briefly mentions that students will also “learn much of the curious animals” and “see the 
wonders of nature” of different zones (6). His introduction is merely the first indication of the 
stark separation Carpenter maintains between humans and nature, as his textual descriptions in 
the body of his work actively establish the dominion of humans over animals and portray 
animals as background props or tools.   
Carpenter dedicates roughly sixty pages to the description of life in Chile around the turn 
of the century. The animal species to which he pays greatest attention is the horse, which he 
lauds for being, “the best of the West coast of South America” (131). His discussion of the role 
of horses in Chile is relatively thorough and yet it fails to fully capture the central role horses 
occupy in Chilean culture. Carpenter describes the elegant way in which the farmers of the 
central valleys adorn their horses with silver-plated saddles and spurs, asserting that, “a Chilean 
often cares more to have his horse well-dressed than to be well-dressed himself” (134). At first, it 
is easy to perceive this as a sign of the intimate or healthy relationships held between Chileans 
and domesticated animals. His observations suggest that in Chilean culture, the horse is held with 
high esteem and considered more important than a mere pack animal. However, as Donna 
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Haraway rightly points out in her book When Species Meet, humans often take themselves to be 
the only actors, in turn reducing animals “to the lived status of being merely raw materials or 
tools” (206).  She explains that many domesticated animals, whether used as a tool for labor or 
an “accessory in the boundless commodity culture”, the animal “becomes the means to the 
purposes” of the human (206-207). In this case, the horse becomes a sort of “fashion accessory”, 
serving to indicate the social status of the wealthy Chilean farmers. Carpenter does not offer any 
further explanation of their significance in Chilean society and why the horse is celebrated and 
treated with such great care, presenting a reductive vision of interspecies relations.  
Carpenter continues to discuss the horses of Chile, describing in great detail the centrality 
of this animal to the function of life in this country but particularly for farming, an activity in 
which, “half of the people of Chile are engaged” (131). He explains that Chilean parents expose 
their children to horses at a surprisingly young age. He states that, “every child of a rich farmer 
has its own pony, and we see boys and girls between the ages of four and fourteen galloping over 
the fields” (133). Here, the author’s comments suggest that an important relationship between 
horses and people is established at a young age and that the encounters between the two species 
are frequent. And yet, again in this passage the author limits his discussion to commentary 
regarding the service these animals provide the Chilean farmers, emphasizing their value for 
labor and leisure but not any intrinsic value. 16 He states that the horses are fine riding animals, 
“trained at a gait much like a pace, but so easy that we remain in our saddles for hours without 
                                                 
16 Here Carpenter is specifically discussing white or mestizo wealthy Chilean farmers and the farmhands that work 
the land, which are called “rotos” (133-134). In the chapter which follows on his visit to the Araucanian people, he 
makes no mention of them possessing horses, even though, as we’ll see in later sections of this chapter, they were 
important to the Mapuche culture and worldview.  
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fatigue” (134). The horses are celebrated for providing humans with swift and comfortable 
transportation but are otherwise paid scant attention by the author.17    
Within his observations about the pace of the horses, he notes, in a tone of surprise, that 
this flawless gait is achieved without the use of a bit (Carpenter 134). Achieving such a smooth 
gait surely requires significant training and knowledge about horses but Carpenter makes no 
mention of this. This is problematic in that an investigation of how Chileans trained and raised 
their horses could be quite revealing of the types of encounters which characterize interactions 
between horses and Chilean people, helping us to ponder the collective lives, identities and 
entanglements which result from this contact. In her chapter “Training in the Contact Zone”, 
Haraway cites Belgian philosopher Vinciane Despret in advocating for an exploration of 
practices and representations which construct and situate humans and animals in 
interrelationships (207-208). Haraway underscores the need to study and identify, “practices in 
which animals and people become available to each other, attuned to each other in such a way 
that both parties become more interesting to each other” (207). Unfortunately, Carpenter’s 
discussion is limited to explaining the horses’ utilitarian value of providing transport throughout 
the expansive estates of the Chilean haciendas, failing to delve into the entanglements between 
species. In this sense, Carpenter’s description of horses in Chile does not represent the nuances 
and complexities of the relations and structures of power that Haraway argues mark this inter-
species contact. His choice to not elaborate on this could stem from his Western point of view, 
which supposes dominion over other species, a lack of knowledge on the subject or perhaps from 
an assumed lack of interest on the part of his readers. Later in the chapter when a discussion of 
                                                 
17 This stands in stark contrast with how Carrió de la Vandera discusses the training of and care for mules in El 
lazarillo de ciegos caminantes. He argues that the only way to take advantage of these animals was to learn how to 
tame and treat them, in order to make a significant profit, thus dedicating roughly 20 pages to a discussion of how to 
handle mules (Meléndez, Raza, género e hibridez 196). In contrast, Carpenter’s lack of discussion of the training of 
horses suggests that pack animals could be exploited with little effort or knowledge of the animals.  
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oral Mapuche stories is presented, it becomes evident how the horse, among many other animal 
species, plays a significant role in both the Chilean cultural imaginary and indigenous 
worldviews.18    
 Another prime example of the tendency of travel writing to flatten inter-species relations 
is the book In the Wilds of South America: Six Years of Exploration in Colombia, Venezuela, 
British Guiana, Peru, Bolivia, Argentina, Paraguay and Brazil (1918), penned by the American 
field naturalist Leo E. Miller. His book is distinct from that of Carpenter’s in that it gives less 
attention to aspects of human society and more detail regarding the animal populations unique to 
these regions of South America, both domesticated and undomesticated animals. Miller’s 
narrative recounts his six years of exploration from 1911 to 1916 working for the American 
Natural History Museum as well as some of his expeditions with former United States president, 
Theodore Roosevelt.  The style of travel writing of Miller is different from some of the travel 
writing of the period, in that this book centers on the acquisition of native Andean specimens and 
scientific observation rather than economic exploitation or resource extraction. However, it is 
important to note that his narrative is certainly not neutral, as it is influenced by prejudices and 
preconceptions held by the author as well as his own scientific agenda of observing and 
acquiring “exotic” animals for the museum’s collection.   
In Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, Mary Louise Pratt posits a 
strategy known as the “relation of mastery” which characterizes the discovery rhetoric of travel 
writing from the 19th century. Through the employment of certain literary techniques (such as 
aestheticizing the landscape, using adjectival modifiers and ordering objects), travel writers 
                                                 
18 It is also worth noting that the horse plays an important role in the figure of the gaucho (also known as the huaso, 
in Chilean culture). For a discussion of the figure of the Chilean gaucho, see Patrick Barr Melej’s article “Cowboys 
and Constructions: Nationalist Representations of Pastoral Life in Post-Portalian Chile” (1998). For the purpose of 
this chapter, I will focus more on the influence of indigenous attitudes towards horses as portrayed in mythic tales of 
the Mapuche peoples.  
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establish a “relation of mastery” between the seer and the seen (201), which is true of both 
Carpenter and Miller’s works.  She explains that the author of the travel writing is both the 
viewer “there to judge and appreciate it” as well as the “verbal painter” who produces it for 
others (Pratt 200). Pratt elaborates on the significance of this relation of mastery, arguing that as 
the “scene is deictically ordered with reference to his vantage point” the representation of the 
seen is “static” (201). Though Miller does not utilize all of these techniques, he does rely on 
ordering, by placing certain objects and beings at the forefront of his textual “painting” and 
others in the background, resulting in a hierarchy of living beings. With the examples that 
follow, I demonstrate that his use of ordering serves to establish an order which conserves human 
superiority despite his appreciation of animal species and knowledge of ecosystems.  
Thus, Miller’s travel account must be read with caution, as his depictions are colored by 
his Western scientific knowledge and as he undoubtedly reproduces certain anthropocentric 
discourses in writing about his quest for acquiring specimens to be taken back to the United 
States. Of his six-year expedition, Miller spent roughly eight months traveling throughout 
Bolivia, with the purpose of collecting birds and mammals, but also to make extensive record of 
the connections between climate, topography and both the human and non-human inhabitants 
(viii). And yet, as we will observe, his discussion of a number of animal species still focuses on 
the economic and utilitarian value and at times, the aesthetic value of these beings but failing to 
acknowledge the spiritual importance which alters the relations of power between species and 
more generally, shapes Andean attitudes towards their non-human neighbors.  
For instance, Miller encounters the Andean condor numerous times during his journeys 
throughout South America. His lack of in-depth discussion of the condor cannot be attributed to 
a desire for maintaining brevity, as the book is nearly 600 pages. Although his representation of 
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this bird does attempt to situate it within a dynamic ecosystem, it still does not successfully 
capture the symbolic importance of this animal in Andean culture. In his introduction he 
summarizes the variety of landscapes and ecosystems with which he came into contact, naming 
certain species and cultural artifacts as representative of each place. He describes the “ascents of 
the stupendous mountains” of the Andes in Peru and Bolivia, where one can observe, “condors 
soar majestically over the ruins of Incan greatness” (Miller viii). His mention of the condor in the 
introduction suggests the centrality of this species to multi-species relations of the Andean 
region. Furthermore, his reference to the condor in conjunction with the Incan civilization 
gestures towards the relevance of this species to the Incan worldview but unfortunately, he never 
returns to expound upon the subject. Immediately following this commentary, Miller states that 
the “savage peoples and little known animals lead their life in stealth and vigilance, all oblivious 
of the existence of an outer world” (viii). With this statement, the author constructs a false sense 
of isolation or sequestration of the inhabitants of each biome, erasing the lively interactions and 
mobility of both human and animal populations. His vantage point as a foreigner or outsider 
informs his portrayal of the condor, emphasizing the seclusion of the condor’s habitat in the high 
peaks of the Andes in order to transmit a feeling of exoticness of the environment he traverses. 
However, it is necessary to turn to the body of his text to truly assess how Miller treats the figure 
of the condor within the context of his textual description of the Bolivian people and other non-
human inhabitants.  
 Later, in the chapters which describe his travels throughout the eastern Andes of Bolivia, 
Miller makes more detailed remarks regarding the condor and the territories it inhabits. As Miller 
and his party cross the Bolivian highlands, he is shocked by the abundance of life in the barren 
and sparsely vegetated landscape. He recounts the many species of birds he observes, listing the 
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types of birds and the spaces they occupied.  He states that a short walk across the fields revealed 
“many species of brown birds belonging to the wood-hewer family […] ran about on the ground 
or perched on the stone fences; large flickers lived among the rocks and condors soared above” 
(283). Here he adequately captures the entanglements and collective lives of the variety of bird 
species of the region, something which is rarely represented in Latin American literature of the 
time period, as this was not a subject of economic or political importance. As the purpose of his 
trip was to collect specimens and information regarding the ecosystems as a field naturalist, it is 
expected that Miller would be especially attuned to and capable of detecting the intricate forms 
of interspecies contact.  
However, he still maintains his discussion of humans separate from that of the non-
human animal species. This passage acknowledges the presence of a human-constructed stone 
fence but does not make any indication of how the Andean people interact with these species. 
Upon considering the passage within the context of the broader description of the Cuchicancha 
pass, it is evident in the manner in which Miller frames and orders the scenery that human 
occupants still are prioritized and are portrayed as not coming into contact with the 
undomesticated animal species. As Miller and his party ride over the ridge which overlooks 
Cuchicancha, he places the human inhabitants at the forefront, presenting the huts “scattered 
about in little groups” first and then continuing on to describe the crops they cultivated and the 
domesticated animals which were essential to the livelihoods of the people (Miller 283). Only 
following a thorough examination of the village life does the author attend to the non-
domesticated animals of the Cuchicancha pass. He separates this discussion from that of the 
humans and domesticated animals, establishing a clear division between village life and wildlife 
27 
 
and in doing so, suggests that contact between diverse species is limited, resulting in a 
simplification of the complexity of world-making activities.      
It is in this section on wildlife that Miller returns to examine the condor in greater detail. 
Due to his adherence to a division between wilderness and cultivated spaces, he portrays the 
condor as a solitary creature.  Miller recounts how he and his party followed the trail away from 
Cuchicancha, rising two leagues in altitude to the “black, rocky peaks which were covered in 
snow and an icy wind swept through the cleft which serves as a pass” (284). This is how he 
characterizes the territory which is home to the condor, as uninhabitable and far from human 
settlements. He describes how these powerful birds would circle around in the sky and then “soar 
back to their dizzy perches among the unscalable crags” (Miller 284).  By utilizing the words 
“dizzy” and “unscalable”, his depiction of the condor in the Andean landscape suggests the 
condor is inaccessible or devoid of contact with humans, perhaps serving to transmit the exotic 
character of the animal to his readers. While certainly the Andean condor is able to roost in these 
high altitude locales, they can fly hundreds of miles at a time and have an extensive range of 
habitats. Moreover, in Andean society, the condor is a highly revered animal but it is not one 
characterized by lack of contact with human society. In Quechua and Aymara cultures, the 
condor is one of the most sacred animals, as it was believed to be a messenger to the heavens and 
a connection between the earth and the sky. As a result, the condor is generally respected and 
venerated by Andean people and forms an important part of cultural ceremonies (Quilter 208-
209). And yet, Miller makes no mention of the spiritual significance of the condor or how its 
symbolic meaning informs inhabitants’ actions toward the environment. Thus, his treatment of 
the Andean condor in his writings is insufficient in that it rigidly conforms to his Western 
assumptions of the wilderness/civilization division and does not acknowledge the centrality of 
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this bird to the Andean worldview. It is not possible to determine whether this failure to discuss 
the significance of this bird stems from a lack of knowledge or a refusal to understand its crucial 
role. Perhaps as a field naturalist, his interest was grounded in ecological subjects rather than 
cultural ones, thus neglecting to delve into the cultural significance of this bird in the Andes.  
Briefly, I turn to one final example from Miller’s text which exemplifies the author’s 
inability to grasp the cultural and spiritual significance of animal species due to his biased 
Western perspective.  As Miller travels further east into the jungles, he describes the transition 
from the scenery of the Bolivian highlands to the flora and fauna of the lowlands of the Amazon 
basin. Here he spends significant time with collecting specimens and living alongside the 
Yuracaré Indians. As he descends through the Yungas region, he describes the green toucan, a 
native bird of the Amazon basin, stating that, “the natives hunted them on every possible 
occasion for the sake of obtaining the bill, which they use as a remedio” (297, emphasis mine). 
Here the author underscores the native inhabitants insatiable desire in hunting the toucan, 
suggesting the Yuracaré people as greedy and disrespectful of the non-human beings of the 
region.  
While in other portions of the text, Miller approves of the hunting of certain animal 
populations for food or for leisure, like wild bulls and the guanaco, in this section he laments the 
Yuracaré people’s hunting of the green toucan. His condemnation stems from a difference in 
worldview, which dismisses indigenous knowledge and beliefs which were not based on 
scientific evidence. In a tone of disbelief, he explains that the Indian people believe that, “the 
rasping sound made by the rubbing of the mandibles together” was thought to provide an 
“unfailing cure” for epilepsy (296). It is important to keep in mind that the toucan held cultural 
significance in Andean societies of the highlands and the Amazonian basin. In his Voyage dans 
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l’Amérique Meridional (1832), French naturalist Alcide D’Orbigny mentions how the toucans 
were highly prized by the Yuracaré for its skins, which they would trade with the Indians of 
Moxos and the inhabitants of Cochabamba (cited in Thomson, 219). Furthermore, since 
precolonial times, large quantities of toucan feathers were imported into the highlands as a 
prestige good, used in religious ceremonies and worn by members of the elite (Wilkinson 1365).  
However, as Miller is trained in Western scientific methods, he disapproves of the killing of 
toucans, a beautiful and exotic species in the author’s mind, for use for an alternative, unproven 
medical treatment.  He demonstrates no curiosity or interest in learning about the Yuracaré 
people’s belief systems or their interactions with the Amazonian environment, reducing his 
representation of them to gluttonous consumers. This is ironic in that many of Miller’s appraisal 
of the worth of other species, especially domesticated ones, are based on their economic or 
utilitarian value within the global capitalist market.  Thus, it is necessary to turn to other literary 
forms which represent the nuances and complexities of the relations and structures of power of 
interspecies interactions.   
Thickening Animal-Human Interactions: Mythic Oral Tales of the People of the Araucanía 
 Though at first glance, the stories of the Mapuche Indians may seem simplistic, due to the 
short sentence structure of oral storytelling and absence of certain literary techniques which 
characterize Western literature of this time period, these stories offer extremely valuable insight 
into their distinct worldview. Of specific interest to this investigation is how these stories serve 
to complicate animal/human relations, as they do not conform to the binary division between 
humans and non-human elements of nature. Published in 2013, the book Historia y conocimiento 
oral Mapuche is a compilation of documents gathered by German scholar Robert Lehmann-
Nitsche in the first two decades of the 20th century. Lehmann-Nitsche traveled to South America 
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and served as the Director of Anthropology at the Institute of Research of the Museum of La 
Plata. As Lehmann-Nitsche possessed some knowledge of the Mapuche language, he was able to 
transcribe the oral tales of the Mapuche people in Mapudungun. He collected roughly three 
thousand pages of hand-written stories, songs and letters in Mapuche over the course of more 
than twenty years. Unlike some scholars who studied the indigenous populations in situ, 
Lehmann-Nitsche had members of Araucanian tribes travel to Buenos Aires and share aspects of 
their culture and have them transcribed in their native tongue (27).19 The readings of this book 
cover a wide variety of topics including histories of the Occupation of the Araucanía, popular 
sayings, songs and stories which capture the Mapuche language and the worldview of these 
peoples. For the purpose of this investigation, the focus will be on the mythic stories and stories 
about animals which serve to “thicken” our understanding of human-animal relations in the 
Andes.  
 In this section, we return to consider the role of the horse in Chilean cultures, specifically 
within the worldview of the people of the Arauacanía. To begin, the story “Cuento del flojo” 
(1911), a story dictated by Antonio Coron to Roberto Lehmann-Nitsche, is a prime source which 
allows us to understand the manner in which the people of the Araucanía (both in present day 
Chile and Argentina) relate to and interact with non-human species. It may be surprising that the 
horse in Mapuche culture has been so highly revered and celebrated, as the horse is not an animal 
native to South America, but rather was brought with the Spanish during the conquest. In his 
article “The Long History of Indigenous Textual Cultures”, Luis Cárcamo Huechante reflects on 
the ways Mapuche people have appropriated aspects of Spanish culture (142). In this discussion, 
he cites the horse as an example of how the Mapuche have actively integrated the animal into 
                                                 
19 It is worth noting that all documents originally gathered by Lehmann-Nitsche were written in Mapuche and it was 
not until the 2010s that scholars began the process of translating these texts (23-25).  
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their culture, for transportation and war, but also for religious ceremonies and forms of 
entertainment (143). He argues that the horse, like a number of other aspects of Spanish culture, 
was appropriated into Mapuche culture with creativity and innovation, developing their own 
ways of living with horses “in relation to the native space of forests, mountains, plains, rivers 
and wetlands” (Cárcamo Huechante 144). However, his discussion of the centrality of horses to 
indigenous societies in the Araucanía ends there, not offering any consideration or explanation of 
the differences in attitude between the Spanish and Mapuche.    
 Thus, I turn first to the text “Cuento del flojo”, which allows for a consideration of the 
implications of their worldview on human-animal relations. The story tells the tale of a man, 
Liftra,20 addicted to gambling and drinking, who is taken by Ngünechén, one of the most 
important deities of the Mapuche religion. In order to correct Liftra’s behavior, Ngünechén 
assigns him tasks to care for animals in order to redeem himself before returning to his 
homeland. However, within this rather short 4-page story, horses occupy a variety of roles. These 
multiple roles of horses in the story serve to reveal or underscore the complex relationships 
which existed between Mapuche people and non-human beings, not reduced to mere utilitarian 
objects which facilitate travel or hunting, but rather playing an essential role in the Mapuche 
worldview.  
 At the start of the story, the narrator describes how Liftra spends all of his time and 
money gambling, drinking and hunting with his friends. He is known for being able to recognize 
the best horses and being able to capture and tame the wild ones. One day, he spends the whole 
morning in pursuit of a very fast and clever horse. During the chase, the horse confronts the man, 
asking Liftra why he was pursuing him, as he was the son of the deity Ngünechén. The horse 
                                                 
20 In a footnote, the authors explain that the word liftra in Mapundungun means “una persona que es pobre a raíz de 
su flojera” but that in these stories it is used as a personal name or nickname (Canio Llanquinao et al 54) 
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then carries Liftra to Ngünechén who expresses his displeasure with Liftra’s behavior, declaring, 
“yo soy quien te ha permitido atrapar caballos silvestres pero tú lo utilizas para los juegos de 
apuestas y también los matas” (55). The deity is upset that Liftra uses the talents that he has 
bestowed upon the man for selfish motives rather than ones that benefit the common good. Thus, 
upon arriving to this other space where Ngünechén resides, the deity assigns him the task of 
caring for horses and sheep. By living in close proximity to these animals for two years and 
dedicating his life to caring for them, Liftra is reminded of the entanglements and collective lives 
which comprise life in the Araucanía.  Following this experience, he vows to dedicate his life to 
caring for animals and renounces his prior vices and conducts. Thus, in a sense, the horses and 
domesticated animals act as a tool of humbling, lifting Liftra from an attitude of egocentrism to a 
state of awareness of his place as co-inhabitant of the environment.   
Also significant in this scene and throughout the story is the fact that the horse is 
anthropomorphized, in that he is given the ability to communicate with the Mapuche people and 
attributed with feeling human emotions.  Some scholars within ecocriticism have criticized the 
use of anthropomorphism for infantilizing or inaccurately representing animal behavior (Garrard 
154-156). In his discussion of the many ways of representing animals, Garrard acknowledges 
that anthropomorphism can have value, if used with caution (155). However, in the context of 
Andean indigenous groups, anthropomorphism did not serve an infantilizing function. For 
example, according to María Ester Grebe Vicuña in Culturas indígenas de Chile: un estudio 
preliminar, in the Mapuche worldview, there are spiritual beings of the environment called ngen, 
which serve as mediators between the creator gods and earth beings (63). The creator gods assign 
the ngen responsibilities to care and ensure the continuity of all aspects of the landscape, both 
living and non-living (like water, mountains, etc). These ngen often take the form of animals but 
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also possess anthropomorphic qualities, which allow them to communicate effectively with the 
Mapuche people (63-64).  With regard to the selected stories, I argue that the anthropomorphism 
in this story serves as a strategy to move beyond anthropocentric practices and behaviors which 
are detrimental to living in community with the rest of the environment. The horse (son of 
Ngünechén) has the ability to speak, express feelings of empathy and disappointment, and wields 
power in deciding the fate of Liftra. The narrator explains that one day, after two years away 
from home, Liftra, “se puso triste, entonces dicen que lloró, y dicen que el hijo de Ngünechén lo 
estaba escuchando” (55). The horse feels sorry for Liftra, who deeply misses his family and 
friends of his homeland, and thus offers to intercede for him with Ngünechén.  Ngünechén 
permits his son to decide Liftra’s fate, who responds, “bueno, te puedes ir, y te llevarás una 
manada de caballos”, for which he is expected to care and dedicate his life (56).  
Here, the horse shows empathy for the human by allowing him to return to his 
community, which can be interpreted as a model of interspecies interaction. The horse shows 
Liftra care and empathy in hopes that he will treat the animal inhabitants of his homeland in a 
similar fashion. This is an example of Haraway’s “contact zone” cited earlier in this chapter in 
that Liftra and the animal inhabitants become, “attuned to each other in such a way that both 
parties become more interesting to each other” (207).21 Upon returning to his homeland, the 
narrator tells of how the man did indeed dedicate his life to nurturing other animal species, 
suggesting that his sustained contact with and exposure taught him the value of living 
collectively with the non-human beings of the environment.  Although Liftra ultimately makes 
another mistake which upsets Ngünechén and is again taken away from his homeland, during the 
time in which he is allowed to return, he leads a more modest and altruistic life, free from vice 
                                                 
21 This is different from Mary Louise Pratt’s notion of contact zone, which refer to areas in which two or more 
cultures communicate and negotiate shared histories and power relations (6-7). 
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and dedicated to his horses (56-57). Furthermore, this exchange between Liftra and the horse is 
noteworthy because it gives the horse the power to influence human life, rather than being 
portrayed as a prop or part of the scenery, as is common in Western literature of the time period.  
Therefore, the anthropomorphism in this story serves a didactic purpose, instructing both Liftra 
and the audience about the importance of living in community with non-human species. Overall, 
in the story “Cuento del flojo”, though at first the horse is presented as providing transport and 
entertainment to the Mapuche people, it is also assigned a role as an intermediary between the 
Mapuche people and Ngünechén and as a vital transmitter of values to human inhabitants.   
 Another story dictated by Katrulaf to Lehmann-Nitsche is the mythic tale “Cuento de los 
dos primos jóvenes” (1901). This story is a tale of the violent displacement of two young cousins 
from their homeland after the rest of their family and friends have been murdered. While this 
story does not give specific details regarding the time and place in which these events occurred, 
it is likely a story which stems from the Occupation or Pacification of the Araucanía, which took 
place in the latter half of the 19th century.22  Although this story does exhibit a valuation of 
animals for their utilitarian and economic worth, the repetition of certain phrases and aspects of 
the story, due to the original oral format of the story, reveals a significant difference in the 
attitudes held by the Mapuche towards animal inhabitants. Moreover, as the story tells a tale of 
displacement and migration, it is indicative of the resilience of the Mapuche people and the 
survival of their worldview within Chilean territories even following the loss of the majority of 
their homelands.  
                                                 
22 The Pacification of Araucanía (1861-1883) was a series of military campaigns, parliaments, which ended with the 
defeat of the Mapuche in 1883 and their reduction, and the subsequent redistribution of their lands into hacienda 
estates. For more information on the Pacification of the Araucanía, see chapters 8 and 9 of Bengoa’s Historia del 
pueblo mapuche or chapter one of Joanna Crow’s book The Mapuche in Modern Chile: A Cultural History. 
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 This short story narrates the journey of two young Mapuche cousins from their homes to 
the land of the wingka.23 Following the loss of their family and friends, the two boys are left with 
nothing and so they go in search of work. The narrator states that the cousins are wary and 
anxious about the choice to move to new lands to establish a new livelihood, stating that the 
wingka looked down on them and, “no nos ven como personas […] porque no tenemos nada” 
(168). Nonetheless, they knowingly travel to the lands of the wingka, risking being mistreated by 
the wingka, as they had nothing left to lose. Upon arrival to this new territory, they are offered 
work caring for animals on a farm, with the opportunity to earn their own animals if they worked 
a certain amount of time. With the passing of a few years, the two cousins are able to live a 
comfortable life, having established families and livelihoods of their own. At first glance, a 
number of passages suggest that the cousins, upon moving to the land of the wingka, have 
adopted attitudes towards animals which establish dominion over them and view them as merely 
a source of economic profit. For example, by owning horses, the cousins are able to hunt 
ostriches more easily for the purpose of collecting their feathers. The narrator explains that the 
feathers are collected for, “intercambio con los wingka y compramos la buena vestimenta que 
nos envuelve, buenos mantos, buenas chiripas, buenos paños de seda, buenos sombreros, todo lo 
que nos gusta” (178). This passage emphasizes the value of owning horses because it allows 
them to engage in capitalist markets of exchange and to buy lavish items of clothing, which serve 
as markers of their status as “personas de bien.”   
Again at the end of the story, the desire of the Mapuche people to accumulate wealth is 
reiterated.  The narrator closes the tale by recapitulating that after having been treated like dogs 
and regarded with no respect due to the state of poverty in which they lived, the two cousins 
                                                 




were able to regain their status and reestablish a Mapuche community in these new lands. The 
narrator celebrates the success of the two cousins in lifting the Mapuche people back to a state of 
prosperity, stating, “Gracias a esos dos primos es que volvieron a convertirse en personas de bien 
[y de mucha riqueza]” (179, emphasis mine). Here, it seems that in order to be a respectable or 
honorable person, one must possess a certain level of wealth or quantity of material possessions. 
As the cousins in this story achieve this prosperity through the exploitation of animal species, at 
first glance, this mythic tale seems to suggest a relationship of dominion of human inhabitants 
over other living beings.  
However, upon closer inspection of a number of passages, it is evident that the Mapuche 
narrator situates the cousins in more complex interrelationships with these animals and not 
merely as superior to them. As the story is an oral tale, the narrator repeats many phrases in 
recounting the cousins’ journey to regain their status as “personas de bien” and to rebuild their 
community. An examination of the verbs and phrases which are repeated with greatest frequency 
by the narrator reveals that achieving the status of a “persona de bien” requires specific behavior 
and upholding certain values, specifically living in community or collectively with the non-
human beings of the landscape.  The narrator founds the identity of the Mapuche people in 
relation to their interactions with the non-human inhabitants of the Chilean landscape. The 
narrator, in discussing the transition from a state of poverty to recuperating their status as 
respectable people, states that, “después de habernos preocupado, volvimos a ser personas 
porque nosotros trabajamos mucho y cuidamos de los animales. [...] Por los animales es que la 
gente tiene bienestar” (175). By working hard and nurturing the local animal populations (both 
domesticated and undomesticated),24 the Mapuche consider themselves to have achieved a state 
                                                 
24 In the preceding passages, the narrator makes references to the cousins coming into contact with domesticated 
animals, such as horses and cattle, but also wild animals, including ostriches and guanacos.  
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of personhood again. Those who do not live in community with other animal species or who do 
not demonstrate “una completa preocupación por los animales”, are not deemed true persons but 
instead, are considered “desgraciados”, according to the narrator (177). This is an outlook 
entirely distinct from Western attitudes towards animals which were dominant in Chile during 
the long 19th century.  
Additionally, throughout this passage, the repeated use of the verbs “to love” and “to care 
for” suggest a mindset of respect and coexistence with animal inhabitants of the region. This is 
not to say that the Mapuche people had no impact on the environment which they occupied but 
the story does exhibit signs of their mindfulness of the limitations of the land’s resources and the 
value of non-human life.  This mentality of care and concern stems from their belief in the deity 
Ngünechén, creator of the world, who is believed to help and to guide the Mapuche people’s 
actions, and who orders them to care for other living beings (Canio Llanquinao et al 55). They 
trust that Ngünechén will provide for them, but only if they work diligently and act with respect 
towards the rest of the land’s inhabitants.  Thus, the narrator does not use verbs which express 
ownership or dominion but instead, employs verbs which signal nurturing and affection, 
positioning the humans in a modest relation to their non-human neighbors (175). The prosperity 
of the two cousins stems from their careful treatment of the animals, which ensures their 
reproduction and sustained life for generations to come. They recognize that their quality of life 
is tied to the lives of these animals. For this reason, the narrator does not convey an attitude of 
exploitation, but rather one which emphasizes the importance of caring for non-human beings in 
order to ensure their own personal quality of life. Therefore, though they have moved to the land 
of the wingka, they still maintain their beliefs and traditions, trusting in the deity Ngünechén and 
the importance of living in community with other beings, both human and non-human. This is 
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significant in that, during a time period in which the Mapuche population was reduced and their 
cultural impact is generally believed to have been limited, this story suggests that their 
displacement and migration to other zones of Chile allowed for the dissemination of their 
worldview and values.   
Additionally, many passages of the story show the Mapuche people’s awareness of the 
history of their relations with the environment but also, their concern for the survival and well-
being of future generations. For example, as the narrator recounts the process of the two cousins, 
he says that the cousins paused to reflect on what they had achieved but also on how their 
ancestors had lived.  After years of hard work, the two cousins survey the community they have 
established, stating, “ahora tenemos amigos, muchos buenos amigos, buenos jóvenes 
trabajadores, ahora ¿qué es lo que debemos hacer?” (176). This contemplative mindset is 
exhibited a few other times in the text, and each time the cousins turn to the lessons passed down 
from their ancestors. When in doubt of what action to take, the cousins always turn to the, 
“costumbres que nuestros antiguos ancianos tenían para vivir y que nosotros deberíamos seguir 
de la misma manera” (176).  The repetition of this process of reflection and remembering, which 
stems from the oral format of storytelling, serves to ingrain in the audience’s mind the 
importance of maintaining a memory of environmental relations. These moments of reflection 
allow for the two cousins to remember that it is thanks their ancestors’ attitude of care and 
restraint that, “existen las avestruces con las que nuestras personas antiguas vivieron, hay 
guanacos, hay de todo para que podamos vivir” (177). Having lived through multiple centuries of 
invasion and precarious existence, their ancestors had developed practices and behaviors which 
ensured their survival, which was bound to the well-being and subsistence of other living beings.    
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However, the story also emphasizes the importance of looking towards the future and the 
lives of future generations. After returning to a state of stability and reestablishing their 
community, the narrator says that the cousins remembered “Ahora sí, ¿cómo lo haremos para que 
nuestros jóvenes pueden vivir?” (176).  While the cousins could have kept amassing wealth, their 
knowledge of the past paired with their concern for the survival of their people encourages them 
to preserve these behaviors of respect and nurturing towards animal species.  So, though this 
story does portray Mapuche involvement in capitalist systems of exchange and a desire to 
accumulate material goods, it is not marked by insatiable greed and consumption.25 This level of 
mindfulness and reflexivity with regards to environmental and inter-species relations is not 
observed in canonical Chilean literature of this time period. Thus, it is of utmost importance to 
include Mapuche stories in literary discussions of the late 19th century and early 20th century, as 
they add to the discordant mixture of stories and voices, thus complicating the way relations 
between humans and animals are perceived historically in the Andes.  
Dwelling with Animal Inhabitants: Jaime Mendoza’s Páginas bárbaras  
The final piece of literature examined in this chapter is the novel Páginas bárbaras 
written by Jaime Mendoza in 1914. As Ismael Márquez points out in The Cambridge Companion 
to the Latin American Novel, Bolivia’s geographic isolation and the political factionalism that 
defined the nation’s early years resulted in the late development of narrative forms (156). 
Furthermore, the high levels of illiteracy amongst indigenous populations and their limited 
access to education resulted in very small number of publications by indigenous peoples in 
                                                 
25 Marisol de la Cadena also cautions against the assumption that indigenous peoples are anti-capitalist, as this 
would be a reductive and at times, inaccurate statement (“Indigenous Cosmopolitics in the Andes” 362).  
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Bolivia during this time period.26 So we are forced to turn to a novel written by a criollo man, a 
native of Sucre, Bolivia. While it would be preferable to examine narrative forms produced by 
indigenous peoples, this work still reflects the complexities of the Bolivian perspectives (criollo 
and indigenous) regarding animal-human interactions. In this section I examine how Mendoza 
portrays the supposedly “civilized” mestizo soldiers in contrast with the “savage” Araona Indians 
regarding their attitudes towards and contact with non-human beings. The Araona people had 
lived for centuries with relatively little contact with Spanish colonizers and criollo governing 
elites. In the late 19th century, when the exploitation of Bolivia’s rubber trees began, merchants 
would capture the Araona people and force them to work on the rubber plantations. According to 
Mendoza in the introduction to his novel, a majority of the native inhabitants were forced to 
work as rubber tappers but some managed to escape and live in hiding deep in the forests of the 
Amazonian basin (xiii-xv).27 Throughout the novel, the protagonist, Verdugo, questions who are 
the truly savage, blurring the dichotomous divide between civilization and barbarism.  I argue 
that this questioning, paired with the book’s conclusion, in which Verdugo decides to stay in the 
Amazonian forests of northern Bolivia, can be interpreted as advocating for the value of 
indigenous modes of life, including their ways of relating to animal species. As Mendoza’s novel 
is over 400 pages in length, this analysis will only address a handful of relevant passages relating 
to the portrayal of interspecies interactions and will not begin to analyze the narrative work in its 
entirety.28  
                                                 
26 According to Marcia Stephenson, the city of La Paz, for example, remained largely illiterate. It is estimated that 
“62% of the population had no instruction, 24% had received a primary education, 13% reached middle school and 
only 10% had had university training (221).  
27 For more information on the Araona people, see Lorena Córdoba’s article “Barbarie en plural: percepciones del 
indígena en el auge cauchero boliviano”, which offers a discussion of the construction of discourses, views and 
representations about the indigenous societies of Bolivian Amazonia during the rubber boom. 
28 An analysis of the entire novel is not needed as many scenes portray intra-human behaviors, which do not inform 
us about interspecies interactions or attitudes towards the environment, and thus, do not fit within the scope of my 
investigation.   
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Mendoza’s second novel, Páginas bárbaras, is one of the first contributions to the genre 
of the Andean telluric novel, published over a decade prior to the well-known works: La 
Vorágine (1924) and Dona Bárbara (1927). And yet Mendoza’s novel has received scant 
attention from literary scholars. Shortly after receiving his medical degree from the University of 
San Francisco Xavier in Sucre, Mendoza voluntarily joined a military battalion in the Amazonian 
forests of northern Bolivia. Around the turn of the 20th century, the Acre province in Bolivia 
which lay along the border with Brazil was a contested territory, ending in Brazilian victory in 
1903.  During his service, Mendoza treated Bolivian soldiers as well as rubber tappers. His time 
with the Murillo Batallion served as his inspiration for the novel Páginas bárbaras and the 
occasional photographs he includes throughout the book were taken during his stay in the remote 
zones of northeastern Bolivia. Although many passages of the novel are colored by the author’s 
racial prejudices, his first-hand experience of life in the Amazonian jungles of northern Bolivia 
offers valuable insight into the negotiation of environmental worldviews during this time period.       
The focus of the plot of Páginas bárbaras is the experience of a criollo military doctor, 
Verdugo, and his exchanges and contact with members of the rubber tapping industry. The novel 
traces Verdugo’s observations and reflections on the behavior of the “civilized” inhabitants (the 
supervisors of the rubber industry and the soldiers defending the Bolivia-Brazil border) and the 
“savage” inhabitants (the Araona Indian rubber tappers). 29 The rubber boom began in the 1860s 
in Bolivia, after having started near the Amazon’s mouth and spreading rapidly west and upriver 
to Bolivia and Perú (Miller 127).30 According to Gary Van Valen, the development of the 
                                                 
29 The border between Bolivia and Brazil had been disputed territory since the 18th century. In an 1867 treaty, the 
border between Bolivia and Brazil was moved south “to a line extending northwest from the Beni-Mamoré 
confluence toward the source of the Javari River” (Van Valen 61). The ongoing border dispute prompted the 
Bolivian government to place troops in this area to guard these highly prized lands. 
30 In his discussion of the rubber boom in Latin America, Shawn William Miller recognizes that indigenous societies 
across the region had used latex in various forms centuries prior to the boom, especially in Mesoamerica (125-126). 
However, in 1839, with the discovery of the process of vulcanization, inventor Charles Goodyear, turned raw latex 
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Amazonian rubber extraction in Bolivia “resulted in a massive movement of people into and 
within the rubber zone, the conversion of rubber workers into debt peons, and the decimation of 
indigenous” (5). Between the start of the boom and 1890, the exports of rubber doubled every 
decade, resulting in sweeping change according to historians. However, as Van Valen argues in 
his investigation, certain indigenous groups were able to survive the changes and decimation 
brought on by the rubber industry by exercising agency in many forms (5-6).31 As we will see in 
Mendoza’s book, in the early 20th century, indigenous inhabitants demonstrated agency, 
maintaining their ways of life still persisted, even within the precarious circumstances produced 
by the greed of the rubber barons.  
In the book The Natural World in Latin American Literatures: Ecocritical Essays on 20th 
Century Writings Jonathan Tittler advocates for a strategy called “reading for the setting”, which 
displaces human figures to the margins and replaces them with nature, as it produces an 
“abundance of unconventional findings” (20). With my analysis of Páginas bárbaras, I will 
utilize this strategy, although not entirely displacing the human figures, but rather shifting the 
attention away from human-human interactions and instead investigating human-animal 
exchanges, which easily fall in to the backdrop of the story.  Often, in the scenes in which human 
subjects come into contact with non-human animal species, the action which occurs does not 
move the plot of the story forward. To begin, an examination of contact between the human 
inhabitants deemed “civilized” by the author and animal species indicates a perhaps predictable 
distance or detachment from the natural environment. This distance is expressed in a number of 
ways throughout the text, at times as a fear of the ferocity of nature but most often, as an intense 
desire to conquer the landscape, a sentiment commonly evoked in literature of this time period. 
                                                                                                                                                             
into rubber, which was waterproof, elastic and resistant to abrasion (126). In the 1890s, rubber exports climbed 
rapidly as rubber was used to make bicycle and car tires and as insulation in the electrical industry (Miller 127) 
31 Here Van Valen specifically discusses the Mojos, an indigenous group from the southern Beni region. 
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Either way, this attitude results in a distancing, which in turn discourages the acquisition of 
knowledge or an intimate familiarity with the non-human environment. This stands in stark 
contrast with the way the Araona people are represented as interacting with the landscape.  
Mendoza establishes this tone of distance almost immediately in his introduction, when 
he describes the civilized men, drawn to this region by the presence of rubber trees, who arrive 
and are, “metidos dentro de la selva feroz que les servía de cárcel […] rodeados de ríos 
inmensos, poblados de monstruos” (X).  By describing the forest as a “jail” and the animals that 
dwell in this region as “monsters”, the author establishes the otherness of the animal beings and 
perceives the jungle environment as an obstacle or hindrance rather than appreciating all it has to 
offer. Unlike in other territories of Bolivia, this landscape has not been conquered or tamed by 
human forces and thus, it poses a threat. As will be evident in the examples which follow, the 
“civilized” people of the story rarely meditate or pause before interacting with these foreign 
creatures, always swiftly asserting a position of dominance. Thus, this attitude guides their 
interactions with other animal species, which prevents any possibility of living or dwelling 
collectively with the animals of this habitat. 
  For example, as Verdugo travels up the Manuripi River, a French merchant expresses his 
confidence in his ability to survive in the jungles of Bolivia. Varas, a rubber tapper, discusses 
how the Manuripi is a powerful river teeming with animal life. He warns the French man, 
stating, “pero, ¿no ven Uds. que esta poza está llena de palometas, anguilas eléctricas, rayas, 
sicuris, lobos, caimanes?” (401). As the conversation continues, the narrator states that the 
French man laughed and, “continuaba mirando al río con aire desdeñoso”, and responds saying 
that he was an excellent swimmer, having survived shipwrecks at sea (400).  The French man’s 
response indicates a sense of human superiority, that no matter the environment his skills will 
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outcompete those of other non-human living beings. Varas disagrees with him, citing his 
knowledge of the power and astuteness of the caiman. Varas, once a civilized man, years ago had 
decided to take up the lifestyle of the “bárbaro”, choosing to marry an Araona woman and adopt 
their ways of life. Varas responds to the man’s laughter by informing him of the impressive 
characteristics of the caiman, explaining how, “no atacaba con la boca sino con la cola, que 
duerme con los ojos abiertos” (402). Through observation and first-hand interaction with these 
animals, Varas demonstrates a keen knowledge of his fellow jungle inhabitant, able to 
enumerate, “las cualidades del caimán y sus costumbres y hasta las ventajas de su carne” (401).32 
This contrasts significantly with the attitude of the “civilized” merchant, who exhibits an 
aloofness which discourages any curiosity regarding non-human species and inhibits his capacity 
to achieve a more complex or nuanced understanding of this animal. 
 This indifference and subsequent ignorance towards non-human species pervades many 
of the scenes which portray encounters between the “civilized” soldiers and the animal 
inhabitants of the Bolivian jungle. Perhaps the passages which best underscore the mestizo 
soldiers lack of familiarity with the landscape they occupied and its animal species are the ones 
which depict their hunting expeditions. While sailing up the river, the captain spots a tree full of 
black howler monkeys. Though the narrator attributes their failed hunting expedition to luck not 
being on their side, the narrative description suggests a lack of agility or tact. The passages states 
that the captain rapidly directed the boat towards the tree, mooring the ship directly beneath the 
tree. Upon reaching the tree, “todos los monos habían escapado menos uno que en vez de pasar a 
los arboles contiguos como los otros, se encaramó en el mismo árbol en que se hallaba, 
alcanzando su vértice” (257). Instead of approaching the monkeys slowly and quietly, their over-
                                                 
32 The caiman is an important figure in Andean cultures, often considered to be a deity as a creator of plants and 
animals which benefit and are essential to the survival of human populations (Quilter 47).  
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eagerness and over-confidence in their dexterity leads them to advance recklessly, assuming they 
will be able to dominate the animals with sheer fire power. The most skilled shooter of the group 
fires hastily at the lone animal, injuring it but it remains dangling from the branches. The soldiers 
watch intently, expecting the monkey to drop to the ground so it could be retrieved. However, 
suddenly, the monkey perks up and, “extendió una de sus manos, se agarró de otra rama y antes 
de que los tripulantes se diesen tiempo de volver a hacer fuego se escapó rápidamente en el 
bosque” (257). Had the soldiers been more observant or aware of the behaviors and habits of 
these howler monkeys, they would have approached with more caution or tact (as the Araona 
people were portrayed as doing), permitting them an easier shot. The manner in which they 
approach the hunting of these foreign animals reveals their false confidence, which stems from 
the attitude of dominion, and also, reveals a lack of familiarity with non-human animals.  
 Furthermore, other passages demonstrate how this distancing between humans and 
animals results in a lack of respect for non-human life. A few pages later, one of the soldiers 
enters the jungle to hunt, returning with an enormous tapacaré which had been wounded by a 
shot to the wing. 33 Instead of putting the bird out of its misery, the soldiers tosses it in a pile of 
yuccas and plantains, leaving it to die a slow and painful death. Verdugo watches the bird, 
which, “parecía furiosa, pero no podía volar ni andar, por más que a ratos lo intentaba” (258). 
The soldier shows no concern for the bird, who struggles with every ounce of energy to escape. 
Days later, the bird still clings to life and the soldier comments, “que animal para agarrarse a la 
vida!” (277). When Verdugo asks why he doesn’t kill the bird, the soldier replies with a cruel 
laugh “hay que ver hasta cuando aguanta” (277). This sense of cruelty felt by the “civilized” 
humans from their fellow jungle inhabitants permits them to not feel any empathy for the bird, 
which in turn allows the soldiers to act with such disrespect for this non-human life.  However, 
                                                 
33 This is a type of bird native to South America, known more commonly as the Southern Screamer.   
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this scene affects the protagonist deeply. The narrator states, “solo Verdugo desembarcó llevando 
en su cerebro alcoholizado, como dos clavos de fuego el recuerdo de sus ojos” (277). The pain 
that the bird feels is burned into Verdugo’s brain, horrified that the soldiers could act so cruelly 
and without remorse. This is one scene in particular which seems to impact the protagonist 
profoundly, leading him to live amongst the Araona people instead of returning to “civilization” 
in the highlands with the other soldiers.   
 Turning to the passages which represent interactions between the Araona Indians and 
animal inhabitants of the jungle, a more complex mindset towards the animal species is 
observed, one that is indicative a more intimate knowledge of the jungle habitat and the 
behaviors of its animal inhabitants. This is not to say that their approaches to dwelling with the 
environment were entirely sustainable, but rather that the Araona characters exhibit a tendency to 
live more deeply in place, living collectively with the other species of the jungle landscape. 
According to Greg Garrard in his book Ecocriticism, the act of dwelling, “implies the long-term 
imbrication of humans in a landscape of memory, ancestry and death, of ritual, life and work” 
(117). In the context of the novel, Araona forms of dwelling exhibit a thorough knowledge of the 
dynamic jungle environment gained from many years of living embedded in the Amazonian 
basin. Throughout the novel, one main subject that is examined is the choice of some Araona 
rubber tappers to abandon their post and to flee deep into the forest. Within these passages, it is 
evident that the Araona people possess a keen knowledge of the landscape and animal behavior, 
which is essential to their survival beyond the limits of the rubber tapping camp. As Verdugo 
discusses the escape of one of the Araona workers, Buda, with other soldiers, he reflects on the 
challenges of survival in the formidable jungle, where all life forms intersected in a dynamic 
fashion. Verdugo gazes in the direction of the edge of the forest, thinking of how it, “parecía 
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formar no solo un cordón de guardianes sino todo un ejército innumerable que circundaba las 
barracas mejor que un cuerpo de centinelas” (187).   
From Verdugo’s perspective, as a “civilized” man, the forest is viewed as an army which 
surrounds the settlement, guarding the inhabitants from the dangers posed by the ferocious beasts 
of this untamed space.  However, by considering this passage from the perspective of the 
Araona, the forest can be interpreted as providing a line of protection for the workers who 
choose to escape, impenetrable to those who attempt to hunt them down and bring them back to 
the camp.  By viewing the forest and its non-human inhabitants as key tools for survival rather 
than as a threat or something to be dominated, the Araona people approach the non-human with a 
mixture of curiosity and careful observation. The narrator explains that the choice to, 
“aventurarse en el bosque era desafiar al hambre, a la sed, a la muerte” (187). However, as Buda 
was accustomed to viewing the environment from an inquisitive stance, he had accumulated a 
wealth of knowledge regarding the interactions and behaviors of other species, allowing him to 
avoid predators and also to provide himself with sustenance. As the Araona people recognize 
their dependence on other life forms, especially for survival outside the limits of the camp, they 
dwell in a manner which is cognizant of the multiple temporalities and patterns which comprise 
“world-making projects” (Tsing, The Mushroom 21-22).   
 Furthermore, the Araona people’s familiarity with the land and animals allows for 
traversing land with speed, agility and ease but without a sense of dominion, something the 
“civilized” people could never attain. In the chapters which follow, Verdugo decides to go in 
search of Buda (motivated by his love for Buda’s daughter, Raquel) with the help of his friend, 
Yno. Yno, an Araona man with years of experience traversing the Bolivian jungles, guides 
Verdugo into the heart of the forest. As their journey begins, the narrator notes that, “no era ya 
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esta una de aquellas excursiones en que Verdugo había solido andar en el bosque por sendas más 
o menos trilladas” (188). Upon leaving the beaten path and delving into the depths of the jungle, 
Verdugo is described as apprehensive, fearing the hostility of this untamed landscape. In 
contrast, Yno is described as maintaining a tranquil composure, unphased by the sounds of the 
howler monkeys and birds perched in the trees. Yno moves swiftly and with agility as out 
jumped, “un sochi de entre los pies de Yno, ya cruzaba corriendo frente a ellos un mutún de 
negro plumaje y pies y picos rojos” (190).34 Yno is portrayed as living in community with the 
non-human species of the environment, attuned to the different rhythms of world-making 
activities which define life in the Bolivian jungle.  
In this scene, Verdugo expresses his shock that so many animals crossed their path, 
showing no sign of fear of these human visitors. The narrator recounts Yno’s explanation, 
stating, “las bestias selváticas sabían muy bien que no se les podía cazar y por eso se presentaban 
en tanta abundancia y que si ellos hubiesen salido a cazar no habrían encontrado ni un chichilo” 
(190). Yno’s explanation to Verdugo acknowledges the intelligence of these animals and their 
ability to sense when another species poses a threat. Verdugo’s surprise at observing the 
abundance of animals that crossed their path stems from his underestimation of the astuteness of 
other species and his lack of experience dwelling deeply in place. Frequently throughout the text, 
Verdugo’s posture as superior and thus, distinct from all animal species results in inappropriate 
reactions to encounters with other jungle inhabitants. While sleeping in the forest, Verdugo is 
frightened by, “un rumor extraño, algo como una voz humana, grave, lenta y pausada que sonó 
                                                 
34 Unfortunately, Mendoza offers no translation of the Araona word “sochi” in this passage. In his glossary at the 
end of the book he lists the word “tochi”, which he describes as a type of rabbit and perhaps is a misspelling of 
“sochi”.  Also, in the glossary he translates “mutún” as simply a type of bird, offering no further description or 
indication of the species. The names of plants and animals dominate the glossary. The author likely used the 
indigenous names for these species because specific names in Spanish did not exist for these exotic species native to 
the Amazonian basin. 
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por un instante a lo lejos” (199). He then hears the same sound from another corner of the forest 
and becomes concerned that they have been found by a search party, as their journey in search of 
Buda had not been approved by Verdugo’s superiors. So, Verdugo wakes Yno, who calmly 
explains that the sound was, “sencillamente el canto de un avechucho pequeño pero que tenía la 
voz ‘como de gente’” (199). The Western perspective which Verdugo holds as being distant or 
separate from nature prevents him from identifying and conceding similarities between species, 
and thus, he cannot begin to fathom that an animal could produce such similar sounds. Overall, 
the “savage” characters, like Buda and Yno, help us to observe and understand the difference in 
worldview that persisted amongst the Araona people in the early 20th century. These are just a 
handful of the abundance of passages in Páginas bárbaras which highlight the more nuanced 
mindset of the Araona natives when interacting with the non-human inhabitants of the jungle. 
 It is not surprising that in this novel, criollos exhibit a more distanced attitude towards 
nature, adopting a typical Western perspective, while the Araona inhabitants demonstrate a more 
intricate understanding of the nature with which they dwell. However, what is extremely 
interesting is the way in which Mendoza’s novel, as I argue in the following paragraphs, 
advocates for the adoption of the indigenous mindset which situates humans in a more equal 
relationship with the rest of nature.  It is important to note that the protagonist’s decision to not 
return to the cities of the highland and live in the Amazonian forest should not be understood as 
an escape from reality in the same manner as posited by European and North American nature 
writing of the 19th century. Jennifer French in her book Nature, Neocolonialism and the Spanish 
American Regional Writers warns against interpreting nature writing in Latin America as an 
escape as, “nature was the source of potential wealth and the site of economic growth and 
development” (13). Certainly, Verdugo’s choice to live in the Amazonian forest was not entirely 
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an escape, in that he will still be inevitably tied to the rubber industry, even if tangentially. 
However, it is a step back from modernization, choosing to dwell in contact with the 
environment and live collectively with its non-human inhabitants.  
 In Ecological Imaginations in Latin American Fiction Laura Barbas-Rhoden identifies a 
pattern in late 20th century fictional texts in their articulation of “the need to retreat from 
modernization altogether or to challenge modernizing processes with a Latin American ingenuity 
that comes from dwelling deeply in a place” (5). However, I argue that this articulation can be 
observed much earlier within literary production of the 20th century. Mendoza’s novel, by 
questioning the civilization/barbarism dichotomy and then ultimately deciding to abandon his 
“civilized life”, advocates for the value of indigenous knowledge forms and ways of dwelling. 
Throughout the novel, the character of Verdugo criticizes and questions these categories of 
civilization and barbarism. Early on in the novel, Verdugo, while conversing with some 
merchants and military officials, is warned to be careful when entering into contact with the 
savage Indians that live near Puerto Rico.35 Verdugo quickly responds, “más cuidado me 
inspiran los civilizados” (35). This is just the first of many comments the protagonist makes 
which suggest a rejection of “modern” life, but he does not offer any further explanation of why 
he feels this way.  
 As months pass and the protagonist has more contact with the supposedly “barbarous” 
Araona people, he becomes more vocal about the value of indigenous ways of life as well as the 
flaws of civilization. While drinking with some other soldiers, Verdugo asks their opinion of the 
“savages” to which they laugh and respond that the condition of the savage is undoubtedly worse 
than that of the civilized people. Verdugo launches into a speech in which he refutes this 
opinion: 
                                                 
35 This refers to a town in the Amazonian basin of Bolivia in the Pando province.  
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“El civilizado tiene el confort, es decir el palacio, el ferrocarril, el telégrafo. Si, le diré, el 
bárbaro no tiene más que el aire libre, el árbol, el sol, la inmensidad. Ud. me dirá que el 
civilizado puede llegar a las más altas cumbres de la filosofía del arte y de la ciencia y 
que a veces se llama un Sócrates, un Dante, un Rafael, un Beethoven…. Y ¿qué? Le diré 
yo- ¿Goza con eso más, o sabe más de su destino que un salvaje?” (99). 
In this passage, Verdugo questions the supposed superiority of the lifestyle of the “civilized” 
man.  Though these luxury goods, technological advances and cultural forms are celebrated in 
Western capitalist society, he recognizes that they hold no inherent value greater than the objects 
and cultural forms given preference by the Araona people. His comments elucidate the fact that 
the Araona people and the criollos, though they hold different values and knowledge systems, 
neither has any advantage with regards to understanding the purpose of life or leading a happy 
existence. Here Verdugo identifies that the Araona simply live at a different temporality, 
enjoying a pace of life free from the drive of capitalist progress, and possess distinct knowledge 
systems which guide their modes of dwelling, which are also valid. This alternative temporality 
allows for the Araona people to be attuned to the dynamic world-making projects which 
characterize the Amazonian basin, fomenting an awareness which prevents them from adopting a 
sense of, “human exceptionalism” which according to Tsing, blinds us from species 
interdependence (“Unruly edges” 144). 
As the novel progresses, Verdugo’s questioning of these categories becomes more 
persistent, as he feels more and more disillusioned with the greed and cruelty of the “civilized” 
people and develops a fondness for the Araona people and their ways of life. While floating 
down the Manuripi with other soldiers, he ruminates over the fact that he no longer, “sentía la 
repugnancia y desdén de otros por los bárbaros. Más bien ellos le inspiraban una extraordinaria 
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curiosidad, un interés creciente y aun le causaban cierto sentimiento de envidia” (357). He 
continues, imagining how nice it would be to live “una vida infantil, estúpida, con goces 
groseros” (358). Though he still holds many of the biases that he has learned, as is evident by his 
belief that the Araona people lead a childish and stupid life, his disdain has diminished and he 
has opened his mind to alternative systems of values and cultural practices different from his 
own. This new sense of curiosity leads Verdugo to enter into contact with nature from a new 
perspective, such that his interactions are marked by marvel and and a degree of humility rather 
than dominion and alienation. This change in mentality stems from months of frustration and 
feelings of disillusionment with the behaviors of the supposedly civilized soldiers and merchants. 
Furthermore, with time, Verdugo’s prejudice against the native indigenous people lessens and he 
is able to recognize that the alternative modes of dwelling of the Araona people are legitimate 
and valuable. It is important to note that Verdugo’s acceptance and appreciation of indigenous 
ways of dwelling is not indicative of an end to the racism and violence against the Araona 
people, as certainly Verdugo still maintains a condescending attitude towards them. Nonetheless, 
his appreciation of indigenous practices is significant in its suggestion of an openness or 
possibility of a shift in environmental relations.  
Upon viewing the environment through this new lens, he describes how his soul had been 
radically altered, although at times through tremendous trials while traversing the jungle, 
explaining how, “esa tierra entra a formar parte de nosotros, nos hace a su manera, no subyuga y 
cuando después nos alejamos, algo de ella va con nosotros por todos los confines del mundo” 
(379). His intimate contact with the environment has a transformative effect, lessening the 
separation between man and non-human inhabitants and allowing him to view the non-human 
inhabitants of the forest in a new light. However, it is not enough for Verdugo to simply carry 
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with him a piece of what he has gained from dwelling deeply in place with the jungle and thus, 
he decides to spend his life amongst the Araona people, deserting his military post. Verdugo’s 
choice to live amongst these people can be seen as a form of renouncing his past stance of human 
exceptionalism in exchange for a worldview which situates himself in what Haraway calls the 
“contact zone” with other species, rather than above them (207-208).36 Though Mendoza’s 
collapse of the animal/human divide can be understood as a valuable step towards dwelling in 
community with other inhabitants of the environment, it is still quite problematic, in that it does 
not entirely collapse the divide between humans and non-human species, but rather between the 
nonhuman and the subaltern human other.37  
In the final chapters, it is announced that the battalion will soon begin their return journey 
to the cities of the highlands, which brings many of the soldiers’ great joy and relief. Though the 
last scene is brief, it is indicative of the novel’s advocacy for a retreat from modernization and 
“civilized” life and the adoption of indigenous modes of dwelling.38 As Verdugo is absorbed in 
this thoughts, he has a moment of clarity in which he decides to stay in the jungle with Yno and 
not return with the rest of the troops to the Bolivian highlands. The narrator questions whether 
Verdugo has gone crazy but then continues, stating, “su locura consistía en mirar como a 
hermanos a los árboles, a las piedras y a las estrellas” (419). His new open and inquisitive 
mindset has led him to shift how he positions himself in relation to the forest and other jungle 
dwellers, now situating himself more as a counterpart. He reflects on how this change in attitude 
has had a curative effect on his soul, lessening the woes which plagued his life in the city. By 
                                                 
36 Here I am using Haraway’s use of the term “contact zone” as it is more adequate for discussing interspecies 
contact, whereas Pratt’s use of the term generally relates to contact between cultural groups.  
37 For a discussion of problems surrounding the post-humanism turn with regards to race, see Zakiyyah Jackson’s 
article “Animal: New Directions in the Theorization of Race and Posthumanism” (2013).  
38 Though my analysis celebrates the criollo man’s adoption of indigenous ways of life as a turn towards dwelling 
more deeply in place, it is important to note that there may be some problematic aspects of cultural appropriation at 
work in this portrayal. 
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abandoning “civilized” life and choosing to live with the Araona people, he is acknowledging the 
validity and the worth of their worldview, including their modes of dwelling with the non-human 
environment. The protagonist takes up a lifestyle which shifts away from human exceptionalism 
and which sees “human nature as an interspecies relationship” (Tsing, “Unruly Edges” 144), 
learning to be attuned to the world-making projects of other forest beings. His renunciation of 
“civilized” modes of dwelling signals a willingness to place himself within the multispecies 
contact zone. Therefore, this novel, which has been overlooked by ecocritics, is an important 
precursor to novels which present a retreat from modernization or which challenge modernizing 
processes outright due to their detrimental environmental impact.  
Listening to the Cacophony of Voices 
With the arrival of independence in the early 19th century, depictions of the intricate 
interweaving of human-animal lifeways were scarcely represented in literary forms of the time 
period. Due to the dominance of Western forms of knowledge, many literary forms offer very 
narrow portrayals of relationships between human and non-human inhabitants, pushing animal 
inhabitants into the backdrop of their textual descriptions.  A brief discussion of travel writings 
by Leo Miller and Frank Carpenter demonstrates the manner in which the perspective of the 
foreigner, relying on traditional forms of Western knowledge and influenced by economic and 
political motives, often fails to capture the nuances of interactions between human and animal 
inhabitants of the Andean landscape. In order to thicken our understanding of interspecies 
relations in the Andes, it is essential to delve deep into the literature and examine some texts 
which have been disregarded and overlooked by literary scholars.  
Upon further investigation of additional oral and narrative forms, it is possible, although 
admittedly difficult, to observe examples of representations of human-animal interactions which 
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do not conform to Western binary divisions and which demonstrate some level of persistence of 
indigenous attitudes towards multi-species interactions. The oral stories of the Mapuche people, 
“Cuento del flojo” and “Cuento de los dos primos jóvenes”, provide crucial insight into 
commonly held attitudes towards animals beyond their utilitarian or economic value, 
underscoring the value of living collectively with the non-human beings of the environment. 
Moreover, the novel Páginas bárbaras by criollo author Jaime Mendoza explores and questions 
the categories of civilization and barbarism popular during the long 19th century, and in doing so 
criticizes the narrative of progress and advocates for the adoption of indigenous mentalities, 
albeit still reproducing racist discourses of the time period. Both of these texts, which have been 
given scant attention by literary scholars, are extremely valuable as they add to the discordant 
mixture of voices and perspectives, and help us to unmoor from hegemonic discourses regarding 
human-animal relations by focusing on dwelling deeply in place with other species and elements 












CHAPTER 2: LOOKING AHEAD VERSUS LOOKING AROUND: DIVERGENT 
ATTITUDES TOWARDS ANDEAN FOODWAYS 
“Agricultural sustainability doesn’t depend on agritechnology. To believe it does is to put the emphasis on the 
wrong bit of ‘agriculture.’ What sustainability depends on isn’t agri- so much as culture.” -Raj Patel, activist & 
author of The Value of Nothing: How to Reshape Market Society and Redefine Democracy (2009) 
When discussing foodways in the context of Latin America, perhaps the most seminal 
event or moment cited by food studies scholars is the beginning of the conquest in 1492, which 
unleashed a massive, widespread interchange of plants, animals, ideas and diseases, known as 
the Columbian exchange.39 The Columbian exchange was a pivotal time period which 
transformed not only the foods grown and consumed in both Europe and the Americas and 
beyond but which also impacted the techniques utilized in food production and preparation as 
well as the “flavor principles” (Crowther 61-62, Belasco 18).40 Undoubtedly, this period was a 
transformative one for the cuisines of Spanish America and globally. However, a lesser 
recognized but very significant turning point in the history of foodways in Latin America 
occurred in the 19th century due to the convergence of a number of factors, which would 
transform the face of food production and consumption drastically. In the 19th century, 
substantial changes in the attitudes towards food production and cuisine occurred, which would 
further distance the consumer from the site of food production, which would have lasting 
ecological repercussions.  
During colonial Spanish rule, trade was restricted to exchange within the empire, 
prohibiting commerce between Spanish colonies and foreign countries, and was heavily 
                                                 
39 Foodways is a common term utilized by food studies scholars, such as David Kaplan in his book The Philosophy 
of Food (2012) and Gillian Crowther in her book Eating Culture: An Anthropological Guide to Food (2013), to refer 
the cultural, social, and economic practices relating to the production and consumption of food. 
40 Flavor principles are distinctive ways of seasoning dishes and these unique spice combinations serve as markers 
of the culinary identities of different cultures and geographic regions (Belasco 17-18).  
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regulated by the Crown. However, during the 18th century under Bourbon rule, several free trade 
treaties were established by the Crown which slowly loosened the Crown’s control over 
commerce in the colonies. Perhaps the most essential of these treaties was the “Reglamento de 
libre comercio” introduced in 1765 and later expanded in 1778, which allowed a new number of 
Spanish American ports to trade with one another and with ports in Spain (Paquette 102-103). 
While trade restrictions were slightly eased under Bourbon rule in the last fifty years of colonial 
rule, Paquette reminds his readers that these commercial policies were not true forms of free 
trade, but rather a dressed-up version of mercantilism, which still reduced and restricted choices 
available to consumers, which was a major factor that pushed many creoles towards revolution 
(126-128).41 The transition to free trade following the wars of independence opened up a 
multitude of new markets for the export of Latin American consumer goods, such as wheat, 
sugar, coffee and other food products, resulting in a massive upsurge in demand of Latin 
America’s primary goods (Larson 48).  As is evident in the newspaper publications from the time 
period, the establishment of free trade would encourage the intensification of agricultural 
techniques in order to produce greater surpluses to be traded globally, as well as a shift towards 
monoculture. Additionally, in the 19th century, a change in attitude occurs with regards to the 
way agriculture was viewed, embracing a more scientific approach to the production of food 
which developed out of the context of the Industrial Revolution in Europe (Crowther 71-75, 
Bengoa 352).  As Andean elites attempted to establish the foundations of these newly-created 
nations, they worked to carefully craft an image of modernity and civilization, and as such, 
                                                 
41 It should be noted that these policies were implemented with the intention of limiting contraband trade. In colonial 
Spanish America, a considerable amount of contraband commerce occurred, with English, French and Dutch foreign 
merchants smuggling goods in and out of parts of the colonies (Paquette 104). However, the scale of this trade was 
relatively limited compared to the trade which would occur with the establishment of free trade following the wars 
of independence (Restall and Lane 240-242).  
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quickly adopted the popular scientific discourses on agriculture espoused by countries such as 
the United States, France and England without much consideration of its implications.  
Thus, the latter half of the 19th century in the Andes marked an important change in the 
attitudes towards foodways, one which would have major environmental repercussions for many 
years to come. It is important to note that in the case of the Andes, this integration into capitalist 
modernization and liberal free trade was uneven, resulting in a stark contrast of development 
between coastal and interior zones (Larson 47). As a result, Chile and Bolivia would experience 
very different levels of modernization, which would impact the degree to which their foodways 
were transformed. However, an investigation of newspaper articles written during the second 
half of the 19th century reveals that despite major differences in the geographies and racial 
demographics, Andean elites from both these countries adopted much of the same rhetoric 
regarding food production. This rhetoric, which placed heavy emphasis on Western knowledge 
and technology, was just the start of the shift towards intensified, industrialized food production 
and would have problematic environmental effects which would become more apparent in the 
20th century (Crowther 67-68).  
Thus, in this chapter I begin by analyzing newspaper articles from two Andean 
newspapers, El heraldo (1877-1910) and El mensajero de la agricultura (1856-1857), in order to 
question the extent to which this major turning point in environmental relations can be blamed 
on significant technological innovations of the time period. Through an examination of 
agricultural techniques and tools discussed in these articles, I argue that it is the intersection of 
technological invention with an attitude of unbounded development that occurs in the late 19th 
century in the Andes which truly transforms agricultural production in an ecologically 
unsustainable manner. Though governing Andean elites would present this as the only path 
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forward, as technology and Western knowledge served as signs of modernity and civilization, 
alternative methods of food production and technologies certainly persisted. Anselm Guise’s 
travel book Six Years in Bolivia: The Adventures of a Mining Engineer (1922) and Edmond 
Reuel Smith’s The Araucanians, or Notes of a Tour among the Indian Tribes of Southern Chile 
(1855), both offer fascinating insight into Andean agricultural techniques and methods of food 
preparation used by native inhabitants, as well as the attitudes which guided their use of said 
methods. An investigation of foodways as represented in travel journals by these foreign travel 
writers during this same time period allows for an analysis of the ecological sustainability of 
alternative practices and attitudes towards foodways which existed in these countries, which 
were not represented by Andean writers in the press.   
As Anna Tsing has adeptly underscored in her work, many preindustrial livelihoods or 
activities have persisted, and new ones have emerged, but “we neglect them because they are not 
a part of progress” (The Mushroom 22). She calls for us to reorient our attention, as “these 
livelihoods make worlds too- and they show us how to look around rather than ahead” (Tsing, 
The Mushroom 22).  Thus, examining these alternative practices allows in some cases for an 
understanding of how more sustainable attitudes towards the environment have persisted 
alongside the exploitative capitalist expansion and globalization, which have been dominant for 
quite some time. Furthermore, the recovery of these alternative methods from texts from past 
centuries is a valuable practice in the sense that it helps to identify and envision other modes of 
dwelling with the environment which could be adopted still today.  
Andean Newspapers & the Future of Foodways 
 During the 19th century, newspapers were perhaps the most significant and abundant form 
of literature disseminated throughout Latin America. Although novels from this time period have 
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been given a lot of attention by literary scholars, the majority of lettered cultural production was 
actually circulated through newspapers, including hymns, poetry, and articles (Unzueta 38). 
Thus, a number of scholars have worked to underscore the importance of newspapers during the 
republican era in the construction of national identities in Latin America.42 During the first few 
decades following independence, as the nascent governments often subsidized national 
newspapers, the press and the administration of the state, “se alimentaban y reforzaban 
mutuamente, y juntos trabajaban por la formacion de lo nacional” (Unzueta 41).  Later in the 19th 
century, this relationship would become more complicated, with newspapers voicing the 
opinions of the party in power as well as those of the dissenters. However, it is important to note 
that, while newspapers began to represent multiple sides to the debates regarding the proper 
governance of the nation, newspapers were still a space for the production and circulation of 
discourses which served to express the interests of the emerging creole upper-class (Ortega 
Martínez 16).  
 As such, the projects and reforms proposed in the newspapers of the time period 
represented a quite narrow vision of the nation, which did not often reflect the worldview of the 
majority of the inhabitants of these countries. Two newspapers, El heraldo, published in 
Cochabamba, Bolivia during the 1870s and 1880s and El mensajero de la agricultura, published 
in Santiago, Chile during the 1850s, offer crucial insight into the way Andean elites envisioned 
reforms to food production.43 While the reforms did not have a uniform impact in transforming 
                                                 
42 For a discussion of the role of print culture in Latin America, see González’s book Journalism and the 
Development of Spanish American Narrative (1993), Ortega Martínez’s book Pluma y disfraz de todos: opinión 
pública y cultura política (2012), Fernando Unzueta’s article “Periódicos y formación nacional: Bolivia en sus 
primeros años” (2000), and the book Beyond Imagined Communities: Reading and Writing the Nation in 19th 
Century Latin America (2003) edited by Sara Castro-Klaren and John Charles Chasteen. 
43 Specifically, El heraldo was a weekly newspaper published from 1877 until 1910 and was edited by Juan 
Francisco Velarde. Though it was published in Cochabamba, it was an important and long-running newspaper which 
was disseminated across Bolivia (Ocampo Moscoso 194).El mensajero de la agricultura was a monthly bulletin 
published in 1856 and 1857 and was edited by Benjamin Vicuña Mackenna (Izquierdo Fernández 10). The 
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the technologies and methods utilized in these territories, they mark a significant change in the 
attitude towards the environment, an attitude which was circulated throughout these nations 
through these publications. Upon careful consideration of the rhetoric put forth in these 
newspapers, I argue in this chapter that, while the introduction of new technology permitted for 
the intensification of cultivation, it is the elites’ strict adherence to a vision of modernity based 
on progress and futurity which is most troubling with regards to the ecological implications. 
Though these discourses of modernity and progress are not exclusive to these two nations, it is 
valuable to consider how they are employed in the context of these Andean nations and how 
variations in geography and racial demographics shaped their visions of modernity.  
 To begin, a number of articles published in these newspapers criticize the attitude 
towards agricultural production which had persisted for centuries prior in the Andes, one which 
was satisfied with subsistence rather than excess production which could result in financial gain. 
In a column published in 1878 in El heraldo the anonymous author laments the stagnation of 
agriculture throughout Bolivia, complaining that the cultivation of the land is still done, “con 
toda la imperfección del viejo sistema introducido por los primeros conquistadores de América”, 
which relied simply on wooden tools and manual labor (“Asociación agrícola”). This quote 
suggests that over the course of three centuries of Spanish occupation, no advances were made 
with regards to farming, an attitude which is deemed unacceptable by Bolivian elites, as it 
demonstrated no yearning for progress or further domination of nature.   
                                                                                                                                                             
newspaper’s subscribers were primarily hacienda owners and people with interest in agricultural topics and it was 
disseminated throughout all of the Chilean provinces (memoriachilena.cl). However, it is unclear how many 
subscribers there were and if it was circulated more widely on a global scale. It is documented that the Sociedad de 
Agricultura, the organization that published this newspaper, in the 1850s had about four hundred members, which 
grew to about 800 over the next two decades (Izquierdo Fernández 26-27). Due to a lack of government funding and 
support, the newspaper stopped running after just two years of publication. El mensajero de la agricultura was an 
antecedent to a magazine titled El boletín de la sociedad nacional de la agricultura, which would circulate for 
roughly sixty years, from 1869 until 1933 (Izquierdo Fernández 10-11).   
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Following this brief introductory article, a letter was submitted on behalf of the newly 
formed Sociedad agrícola, which further discusses the deficiencies of past approaches to the 
cultivation of food products. A group of members, comprised primarily of wealthy criollo 
hacienda owners, writes collectively to express their denunciation of lax attitude towards 
agricultural production, stating that, “no es prudente confiar tanto en los dones que la naturaleza 
nos prodiga de ordinario” (“Asociación agrícola,” 2). These quotes reveal an unease with a 
society which is content with living off of what the land provides, within the restraints of natural 
environment. According to Massimo Montanari in Food is Culture, a mindset has existed for 
thousands of years which posits agriculture as a breakthrough which has allowed man to, 
“proclaim himself exempt from the relationship of total dependency” and giving man “power to 
rule the natural world” (4). In reality, the Spanish colonial subjects did not live in a state of 
dependency but rather, also domesticated plants and animals in a way which separated them 
from nature. Nevertheless, their supposed apathy towards innovation and the development of 
new farming methods were understood as signs of barbarism and backwardness by the Andean 
elites during this time period, an outlook which needed to be dispelled urgently.  
Similarly, in a speech given by Mr. Francisco Solano Astaburuaga, a member of the 
Chilean agricultural society, which was transcribed in the first publication of El mensajero de la 
agricultura the orator condemns previous attitudes towards farming for being satisfied with 
producing enough for the local population to subsist. He articulates his frustration that food 
production in Chile, “hasta ahora no había marchado más que por rutina trasmitida de padres a 
hijos, la que se sostuviera, sin que un principio filosófico la iluminase, por la espontánea 
fecundidad de nuestro suelo: ni un nuevo sistema ni un método más ventajoso había venido a 
abrirle una senda que la llevase a mayor altura” (“Discurso,” 31). Here a rejection of traditional 
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knowledge based on experience and rituals is observed, favoring instead more scientific and 
empirical forms of knowledge, which were popular in this century. It is also yet another example 
of the erasure by Andean elites of a longer historical memory of environmental relations, by 
denying the validity of indigenous and peasant agricultural rituals. While the articles cited here 
from Bolivia are written from moments of food scarcity during a period of drought and from 
Chile out of a desire for continued economic growth and development, both newspapers utilize 
similar rhetoric in calling for a break from tradition.44 The writers of these columns strived to 
create a clean break from their nations’ colonial pasts with the hopes of establishing themselves 
as modern, independent nations. As will be discussed later in this section, this strong desire to 
break with the past would have significant environmental repercussions.  
 In both of these newspapers, following their assessment of past farming methods as 
stagnant and generally insufficient, the authors call for a series of reforms which would help to 
create this break with tradition. Their plans to reform Andean agriculture were multi-faceted, 
involving the introduction of European immigrants to their communities, the dissemination of 
agricultural knowledge based in science, and the implementation of farming tools and methods 
which originated in Europe or the United States. Especially heavy emphasis is placed on the need 
for machines to be imported from these countries to Chile and Bolivia in order to transform the 
face of agriculture in the Andes. For example, in the very first publication of El mensajero de la 
agricultura, an overview of the state of agriculture in all the provinces of Chile is given, and 
while each province faces unique geographic and demographic challenges to the advancement of 
their agricultural production, every section on each of the provinces underscores the desperate 
                                                 
44 It should be noted this tendency to call for a break from tradition with the colonial past was very common in the 
19th century but here what is distinct is the significant emphasis on the environment within the discussions of 
progress and tradition. For a summary of the debates surrounding nation-founding projects, see Meléndez’s article 
“Miedo, raza y nación: Bello, Lastarria y la revisión del pasado colonial.”  
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need for the introduction of technologies from other modern nations. When discussing the 
reforms needed in the province of Chillan, the author, Rafael Sotomayor, argues that the 
hacienda owners have a hard time competing with the low prices of grains produced in other 
places, especially California, where farmers, “cultivan sus suelos con costos mui inferiores, 
sirviéndose de los métodos inventados por la ciencia moderna y acreditados en las naciones 
cultas” (“Chillan,” 81). Here it is evident that it is not that the lands are more fertile or that the 
products are of a higher quality in the United States and other countries but rather, that less labor 
is required to plant and harvest large swaths of land, due to their reliance on modern machinery. 
It is due to this lack of technology, as well as a knowledge of how to implement such innovative 
methods, that causes Chile to “ahogar en su propia fecunidad”, instead of being able to profit 
from it (“Prospecto,” 7).    
Later in the same publication, another member of the Society, Mr. Rosales, writes from 
Paris, to inform the rest of the members about a number of new technologies on exhibit at the 
World Agriculture Exposition. He dedicates a few pages to descriptions of the new machinery on 
display at the exposition, followed by a lengthy discussion of the utility of these new inventions 
to Chilean farmers.  For example, he describes an invention known as “Plancher Conservateur” 
developed in France and tested extensively throughout the French colonies. This apparatus, a 
type of fan, was used in the silos which stored the grains after harvest and prevents insects, such 
as weevils, from devouring the grains before they can even be transported for export 
(“Correspondencia de Señor Rosales,” 76). Based on the description provided by Mr. Rosales, 
this technological innovation did not require any further intensification of farming methods, 
which could cause increased erosion, or any alteration to the landscape but would still lead to an 
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increase in productivity, as it would limit the amount of grains wasted due to natural 
environmental factors.  
Meanwhile, other machines discussed by the editor and head secretary of the Society, 
Benjamin Vicuña Mackenna, suggest a greater environmental impact, resulting in major 
transformations to the terrain which could impact long-term soil quality and cause changes in 
climate locally. 45 He cites a few local hacienda owners who managed to import expensive 
machines and tools from the United States which would harvest and thresh grains rapidly, which 
could convert, “el trabajo de un hombre equivalga al de diez (“La cosecha y la maquinaria 
agrícola,” 209). These machines relied on hydraulic power or steam power, allowing farmers to 
harvest and process the grains much more efficiently and thus, produce larger quantities of grains 
for export. These new innovations are celebrated by the author for their speed and ability to 
produce a more perfect product but he never reflects on the potential ecological impact of the 
introduction of these tools.  
As in many other regions of the world, in Chile the switch to mechanized forms of 
agricultural production was not without repercussions.  According to food studies scholar Gillian 
Crowther, the introduction of machinery and tools on a large scale would result in a shift to what 
is known as industrial agriculture, which would have a significant ecological impact. She argues 
that industrial agriculture, “marks a significant change in previous intensifications of food 
acquisition (horticulture, pastoralism and small-scale agriculture), all of which required greater 
human labor, while industrial agriculture intensifies the input of machinery, fuel, chemicals, 
water” (Crowther 73). Certainly, the use of mechanical devices on Chilean haciendas would 
amplify the effects of agriculture on the local landscape, degrading the soil and altering the 
                                                 
45 Benjamin Vicuña Mackenna was a Chilean journalist, politician and historian and was an important figure in 19th 
century debates regarding progress and modernity (memoriachilena.cl). 
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contours of the landscape at a much more rapid pace. However, although the machines described 
by both Rosales and Vicuña Mackenna in their letters to the Society would certainly intensify the 
level of agricultural production in Chile, it is important to note that technology should not be 
considered inherently destructive.  
In his chapter on the role of technology as portrayed in 19th and 20th century Latin 
American narrative, Gustavo Llarull offers a fruitful discussion of the divide which tends to exist 
between nature and technology. Although it is quite easy to situate technology and nature in 
opposition to one another, he astutely argues that, “neither nature nor technology is intrinsically 
good or bad but rather, each can be used in good or bad ways” (90). So, while it would be easy to 
attribute increased environmental degradation to the introduction of machines and technological 
advances, it is necessary to consider the attitude with which the new technologies are utilized. 
According to Llarull, the use of technology, “is deemed good when it helps satisfy basic human 
necessities (e.g., shelter, food, transportation) but not when it is used in an unnecessary, 
superfluous way” (90).  The ethical use of technology can minimize its negative ecological 
effects while still aiding human development. This is certainly evident in a number of articles 
published in Bolivia, which experienced multiple periods of severe drought during the latter half 
of the 19th century.  
For instance, a severe drought heavily impacted foodways in the Bolivian highlands in 
the years of 1876 through 1878, as is evidenced by a multitude of publications on the subject in 
newspapers across the country.46 In a column published in 1878 in Cochabamba, in order to 
stymie the effects of the drought, the anonymous author calls for the farmers of the region to 
work collectively and use modern technology and engineering to, “formar lagunas artificiales, 
                                                 
46 On the topic of food scarcity and hunger in the latter half of the 19th century, see articles published in El heraldo 
of Cochabamba, El comercio and El bien público of La Paz and El industrial of Sucre.  
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estanques inmensos y pozos artesianos que proveen agua abundante todo el tiempo” 
(“Remedios,” 2). The article states that members of a local agricultural society were in the 
process of transporting a new machine developed in California to drill wells efficiently and at a 
moderate cost, to be shared in the community (“Remedios,” 2). Although the author is 
suggesting major transformations to the local watershed, it is not suggested with an attitude of 
insatiable greed, with the hopes of producing excess crops for export. Additionally, the author of 
this article cites the case of the valley of Arani, located to the south of Cochabamba, where two 
foreign engineers had worked to divert waters from higher altitudes down to the valleys where 
crops were cultivated. The diversion of water to this valley resulted in assured harvests in the 
years that followed, providing, “un alivio inestimable para la población hambrienta” 
(“Remedios”).  Thus, in this case in Bolivia, technology is utilized in order to counter the natural 
extremes of the climate of the Andean highlands. This is not to say that these tools and 
engineering feats did not have an environmental impact or that Bolivia would never implement 
technology in a way which was superfluous or excessive. However, as Llarull’s comments 
suggest, technology alone is not the root cause of the destruction of ecosystems and depletion of 
resources but rather, it is more important to consider the cultural attitudes with which it is 
employed. 
Therefore, what is more concerning about these articles is the attitude frequently 
expressed by Andean elites, which emphasized futurity and the possibility of producing an 
infinite quantity of agricultural products, from wheat to coffee to vanilla. Both Chilean and 
Bolivian ruling elites touted the riches produced by the Andean landscape, which would be 
converted instantly into national wealth upon the widespread introduction of Western agrarian 
techniques and scientific knowledge. Exhibited in these newspapers is the discourse which 
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Carlos Alonso calls the “narrative of futurity” (cited in Beckman 18). According to Alonso, 
“nineteenth-century nation-building projects mobilized the narrative of futurity to gesture toward 
the promise of full-fledged, European-style modernity” (cited in Beckman 18). While these 
newspapers often offered proposals of techniques and ideas yet to be implemented, they are a 
valuable source of information, as they serve as a record of a shift in attitude which would lead 
to the eventual adoption of forms of food production and consumption which would further 
dissociate humans from nature. Thus, this discourse of futurity has severe environmental 
implications, ones which have been considered from an economic perspective but have not been 
fully explored from the perspective of ecocriticism.   
The strong emphasis on futurity and progress is problematic in that it discouraged creole 
modernizers from reflecting on previous relationships with the environment in the region or heed 
the centuries of past knowledge of the limits of the Andean landscape. Though the authors of 
these newspapers recognize that agriculture has existed for centuries and has been the foundation 
of many past civilizations, the majority of the time they choose to fix their gaze on the future 
when discussing farming and food production. In the prospectus of the first publication of El 
mensajero de la agricultura, Vicuña Mackenna talks about the avid thirst for reforms in Chile 
which would launch them onto a path towards an active and prosperous future. He continues by 
saying, “vemos derribar las antiguas paredes de adobe de nuestras ciudades, símbolos de nuestra 
vetustez, y las substituimos hechando los cimientos de grandes edificios, de elegantes mansiones, 
de suntuosos templos” (“Prospecto,” 7). Although Chile had still not yet implemented most of 
the reforms which would supposedly lead to the accumulation of the great national wealth 
through increased agricultural production, he speaks in the present tense to signal that this future 
is near and almost attained. Here Vicuña Mackenna expresses a desire to erase any signs of 
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antiquity present in Chilean society, suggesting there is nothing worth preserving from the past, 
and replacing them with edifices which signify Chile’s entrance into a state of modernity. Instead 
of envisioning progress in a manner which builds on past societies, the writer chooses to 
obliterate any trace of the past, and with it, centuries of knowledge of the Andean landscape. 
According to Roberto Forns Broggi in his book Nudos como estrellas: ABC de la imaginación 
ecológica en nuestras Américas, many forms of environmental knowledge or, “saber ambiental”, 
often cultivated by indigenous peoples, have been disqualified for not being of a scientific nature 
or for being associated with myth and religious rituals (383-384). This is not to say that past 
Andean inhabitants always lived within the limits of the regional environment but rather that, 
surely over the course of hundreds of years a wealth of information was gathered about this 
environment which could be valuable to understanding the intricacies of these ecosystems.   
Returning to Vicuña Mackenna’s quote, this passage is also problematic in that the author 
does not just envision a productive society which can easily sustain itself but rather, a luxurious 
future with elegant mansions and sumptuous temples, indicative of a desire to extract the 
maximum profit possible from the supposedly limitless resources of the fertile Chilean 
landscape. Technology, when implemented in this superfluous manner, then can be deemed 
harmful and ecologically degradative. This attitude of insatiable greed which assumes that the 
environment has no limits is also evident in Bolivian newspapers, even though Bolivian elites 
had much greater obstacles to overcome in order to convert the agricultural products into 
national wealth. For instance, in a publication of El nacional in 1850, the anonymous author 
writes that plants, rather than minerals or livestock, are the source of, “nuestra verdadera 
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opulencia” (“Rápida ojeada”, 2-3).47  Even though Bolivia has not constructed the infrastructure 
necessary to be able export these products, he still starts the article by imagining the nation as 
one of the richest in the world (“Rápida ojeada,” 2-3). The writer claims that these agricultural 
products do not bring the nation any prosperity unless they are able to reach world markets. This 
is made clear by the author at the very end of the article when he states that unless Bolivia 
develops roads and modes of transportation to facilitate the export of these goods, “Bolivia se 
agitará sobre su lecho de oro”, like a sick man on his death bed (“Rápida ojeada,” 2-3). By 
mentioning gold, this quote most certainly makes reference to the mineral wealth for which 
Bolivia is known. However, the article from its first lines underscores that Bolivia’s wealth lies 
in its diversity of natural products, specifically praising the incalculable value of its plants when 
it states that, “no es en los reinos animal ni mineral en los que debemos estimar nuestra 
verdadera opulencia sino en el de los productos vejetales” (“Rápida ojeada,” 2-3). The fruits of 
the Bolivian landscape cannot merely be enjoyed on a national level for subsistence but rather, 
must be exploited and sold on a global scale so that Bolivia can finally bask in a state of 
opulence. Thus, it is the convergence of technological innovation and this attitude of unbounded 
development that occurs in the late 19th century in the Andes which truly transforms agricultural 
production in an ecologically unsustainable manner.   
It should be noted that beyond the desire of the Andean elites to present a face of 
modernity and progress to the rest of the world, the allure of this rhetoric, which places heavy 
emphasis on technology and futurity, lies in its ability to erase or limit the role of the indigenous 
inhabitants in the nation. The intense focus on the future and simultaneous erasure of the past 
                                                 
47 El nacional was a biweekly newspaper established by the government of Bolivian president Manuel Isidoro Belzu 




was also a useful tool which allowed Andean elites to whiten their visions of their nations.  
According to Graciela Montaldo, a discourse of futurity was important to creole nation-builders 
in that it allowed them to envision modernization not yet achieved but also to make the history of 
indigenous people a “pre-history”, thus annulling their agency and the influence of their modes 
of being in the formation of the nation (142).  While the creole projects of nation formation did 
in fact at times recognize subaltern persons’ contributions to the nation, this was mostly with 
regards to their labor and economic contributions. Unzueta argues that, specifically in the case of 
Bolivia, their contributions to cultural programs were heavily negated in newspaper publications 
(45). In the case of Chile, it was much easier to erase or negate the presence of indigenous people 
in their vision of the nation, as most of the indigenous inhabitants were isolated to the southern 
portion of Chilean territory. However, in Bolivia where the indigenous population was the 
majority and dispersed throughout the entirety of the territory, Bolivian elites had to work harder 
to negate the influence of indigenous peoples on national culture.48 Although Bolivian writers 
excluded indigenous inhabitants from their construction of the nation in newspapers, the reality, 
as will be evident in the discussion of travel journals which follows, was quite distinct, with 
indigenous worldviews persisting and shaping foodways in the Andes well into the 20th century.  
Travel Journals: An Alternative Perspective on Andean Foodways 
 While Andean elites, with their focus on the future and modernization, depicted one 
single path forward with regards to food production, moving towards more industrialized forms, 
many indigenous inhabitants during this time period preserved other techniques and forms of 
knowledge which had developed over centuries in the region. As the livelihoods or modes of 
dwelling of indigenous people were not associated with progress, but instead with subsistence, 
                                                 
48 In her discussion of 19th century nation-building in Bolivia, Larson notes that around 1840, it was estimated that 
80 percent of the population was indigenous and that fewer than 20 percent of Bolivians spoke Spanish (204).  
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these were disregarded by the Andean nation-builders in newspapers but also, in other forms of 
literature from the time period. However, the independence of Latin American nations sparked a 
heightened interest among foreign entrepreneurs and scholars in these territories, which were 
lesser known to foreigners but were now open for exploration and economic investment. While 
travel writing on the Andes certainly was published prior to the independence movements, with 
the 19th century, a notable surge in travel writing is observed (Pratt 144-145). In this chapter, an 
examination of two travel journals, one written by American scientist Edmond Reuel Smith in 
the late 1850s, and another penned by the British mining engineer, Anselm Verener Lee Guise in 
1922, provide incredible insight into alternative foodways which existed and persisted alongside 
the more commercial and industrialized forms of food production which emerged in the Andes 
during this time period.    
Before entering into an analysis of these texts, it is necessary to preface it with a brief 
discussion of the genre of travel writing, as this genre of literature holds its own unique motives 
and biases. A number of scholars, such as Deborah Poole and Mary Louise Pratt, have 
investigated the implications of the genre of travel writing and the texts produced by European 
and American travelers regarding Latin America in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 
Furthermore, it has been argued that traveling and producing travel literature does not simply 
involve the process of writing or recording what is seen but rather, it entails the reading of it as 
well as its translation (Meléndez, “Introduction” xi). As the writer takes in the scenery, their 
depiction of the territory and its inhabitants are heavily mediated or influenced by 
preconceptions and prejudices they hold as well as by their political and economic agenda. In 
this sense, travel writing should be considered a powerful epistemological tool, as it allows the 
writer to craft and articulate an image of these foreign lands that foments a European 
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expansionist discourse (Meléndez, “Introduction” xii). Scholars have maintained that the genre 
of travel writing was essential to the success of Western economic and political projects for over 
two centuries, in that, “they created a sense of curiosity, excitement, adventure and even moral 
fervor about European expansionism”, making imperial expansion “meaningful and desirable to 
the citizenries of the imperial countries” (Pratt 3).  
Although these writings certainly expressed a sense of domination and superiority of 
Western forms of knowledge and lifestyles, it is important to consider how native inhabitants 
may have received and responded to the imposition of Western culture and mentalities. In her 
introduction, Pratt acknowledges a huge gap in the archive, the lack of voice given to the local 
inhabitants, and underscores the importance of considering transculturation as a phenomenon of 
the contact zone between cultures that occurred with imperialism (7). She aptly points out that, 
while they cannot readily control what the dominant culture imposes on them, subordinated 
peoples can, to varying extents, regulate what they absorb and how they use that material (7-8). 
While texts written by indigenous authors would certainly best offer insight into this question, 
travel writing does indeed reveal a number of examples of how indigenous inhabitants have 
successfully resisted the adoption of Western modes of being, enabling them to maintain their 
own preferred ways of life. Through the writings of Reuel Smith on the Araucanian Indians of 
southern Chile and Guise’s notes on indigenous modes of dwelling in the highlands and eastern 
jungles of Bolivia, a number of alternative foodways can be identified, ones which better 
maintain the connection between humans and the environment which they inhabit.   
Edmond Reuel Smith’s Journey into Arauco Territory 
 In 1849, the government of the United States authorized an expedition to Santiago, Chile, 
in order to establish a permanent observatory for the study of meteorology and astronomy of the 
74 
 
southern hemisphere. After three years of investigation, the mission of the expedition was 
completed and one of the members of the team, Edmond Reuel Smith, decided to stay behind 
and explore the central and southern provinces of Chile. Citing the growing interest in the U.S. in 
aboriginal groups of the Americas, Reuel Smith decides to venture into the territories of the 
Araucanian Indians and to write an account of this journey, which he believes will be of interest 
to ethnographers and the general public alike (124). His account was published promptly after 
the completion of his trip in 1855 under the title The Araucanians, or Notes of a Tour among the 
Indian Tribes of Southern Chile (9-10).49 Unlike many of the travel journals of the 19th century 
which had economic or political motives, Reuel Smith’s travel throughout the Araucanía was 
spurred by his “love of adventure” and a desire to give the American public an idea of the 
customs and ways of life of this tribe that was, “muy poca conocida y raras veces citada” (124-
125).  
In the preface to his account, Reuel Smith expresses an admiration for the indigenous 
people of the Arauco territory, stating that they possess, “una reputación envidiable por su 
resistencia al avance de los blancos durante más de trescientos años” (124).  Certainly the history 
of the Mapuche Indians is distinct from those of many other indigenous societies of Latin 
America, having maintained an uncommon level of autonomy throughout the entire colonial 
period, lasting until the latter half of the 19th century. While the indigenous groups of this region 
did retain their independence, these three centuries spanning from the arrival of the Spaniards in 
1546 to the occupation of Araucanía (1861-1883) were tumultuous times, marked by conflict, 
                                                 
49 In 1914, his account was translated to Spanish by Ricardo E. Latcham under the title Los araucanos. Notas sobre 
una gira efectuada entre las tribus indígenas de Chile meridional (Salgado Ismodes 9). As I only had access to the 
Spanish version, I cite from it.  
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violence and constant negotiation between indigenous and Spanish factions.50 Thus, although 
undoubtedly influenced to some extent by the frequent contact it had with Spanish towns and 
settlers along the frontier, by and large Mapuche society was able to preserve its own cultural 
forms and modes of dwelling with the environment.     
The time period in which Reuel Smith visits the Arauco territory is an important one, as it 
is the last decade of autonomy prior to the Chilean occupation of Araucanía, also known as the 
Pacification of Araucanía, which would lead to the incorporation of these lands into the Chilean 
nation.51 During the 1850s, as is evident in the newspaper publications of this era, Chilean elites 
began to eye these indigenous lands, which were known to be quite fertile and productive, as an 
opportunity to expand agricultural production and encourage further economic growth.  In the 
1840s, the start of the gold rush in California opened a new market for Chilean agricultural 
products, especially wheat, flour and jerky. Additionally, new trades routes were established with 
the recently colonized British territory of Australia, stopping in Valparaiso to stock up with 
provisions before continuing on across the Pacific Ocean (Bengoa 157).  
Thus, in the 1850s, the Chilean state recognized the need to occupy the Araucanía for 
agricultural motives and began to reconceptualize the indigenous territory as “frontier lands” that 
could be bought and sold by local state authorities and slowly incorporated into the nation (Crow 
19-20). However, as the famous Argentine writer Domingo Faustino Sarmiento astutely pointed 
out, Arauco could not be considered a province of Chile, “if Chile means a country where her 
                                                 
50 Most notably, the first century following the arrival of the Spanish to this region was the most violent period, 
known as the War of Arauco, in which the Spanish failed to defeat and conquer the indigenous inhabitants of the 
Araucanía. For more information on the long history of negotiations which occurred between the Spanish and the 
Mapuche Indians throughout the colonial period, see José Bengoa’s introductory chapter of the book Historia del 
pueblo mapuche: siglo XIX y XX.   
51 The Pacification of Araucanía was a series of military campaigns, parliaments, which ended with the defeat of the 
Mapuche in 1883 and their reduction, and the subsequent redistribution of their lands into hacienda estates. For more 
information on the Pacification of the Araucanía, see chapters 8 and 9 of Bengoa’s Historia del pueblo mapuche or 
chapter one of Joanna Crow’s book The Mapuche in Modern Chile: A Cultural History.  
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flag is flown and her laws are obeyed” (Crow 19). Certainly, during this period of the 19th 
century, the Mapuche Indians maintained an impressive level of autonomy. Around the time of 
Reuel Smith’s journey throughout the Araucanía, the integration of Arauco into the Chilean 
nation was merely a discourse or ideal and the Mapuche still held complete control over the land, 
strictly regulating the movement of travelers and traders in their territory and even charging them 
tribute (Salgado Ismodes 10-11). Therefore, the American author’s account offers a valuable 
glimpse into life prior to Chilean occupation, describing in great detail Mapuche customs and 
modes of being not often represented by Chilean elites in literary and cultural forms of the 19th 
century.  
Although Reuel Smith’s account discusses a variety of aspects of life, specifically his 
comments regarding food production, preparation and consumption provide valuable insight into 
how the Mapuche situated themselves within the environment in which they dwelled. 
Historically, throughout the world, a domestic economy based on agriculture and livestock has 
been pitted against primitive, undomesticated economy in acquisition of food, with the latter 
being considered inferior or barbarous (Montanari 9-11). Agriculture has been associated with 
the “civil man” who possesses the knowledge which has allowed him to artificially create food 
(one not simply existing in nature), separating himself from nature, whereas the “wild man” 
merely exploits the virgin forest habitats in a similar fashion to animals (Montanari 6). This is 
indeed the discourse perpetuated by Reuel Smith in a few passages throughout his account, 
propagating the false notion of these two systems being entirely distinct and divergent models of 
food production. In reality, the author’s description of life in the Arauco territory also reveals a 
much more intricate relationship between the Mapuche and the environment with regards to 
foodways, highlighting their reliance on a combination of forms of food sourcing in a manner 
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which recognizes the limits of the landscape which they inhabit.  So, while Chilean foodways 
were indeed developing in a fashion which aimed to continue intensifying agricultural 
production and thus, widened the divide between non-human nature and humanity, the methods 
of sourcing, preparing and consuming food utilized by the indigenous inhabitants of the Arauco 
territory exhibit a close and intimate connection to and knowledge of the landscape. 
More specifically, the modes of food production described by the author indicate how the 
Mapuche structured their interactions with the environment in a distinct manner from Chilean 
society, in a way which emphasized dwelling with rather than domination of nature. This is not 
to say that the Mapuche did not alter the landscape but rather that they did so in a way which was 
cautious to not deplete the natural resources of their territory and which approached 
technological advances warily, in order to be able to sustain their communities on a long term 
scale. Although Reuel Smith in some moments mistakenly perpetuates the idea of the Arauco 
territory being an untouched, virgin landscape, his observations of life in the Araucanía make it 
evident that the indigenous inhabitants do not merely subsist on the naturally produced wild food 
sources. The Mapuche Indians had carefully harnessed the resources of the landscape of the 
southern Andean region, in some instances depending on hunter-gatherer methods of food 
acquisition and in others, manipulating the landscape to serve their needs.  So, while the 
Mapuche Indians have clearly altered the landscape of this region, I contend that their reliance on 
a diversified system of food-getting strategies, as observed in Reuel Smith’s account, offers a 
more sustainable alternative to the growing movement toward industrialized agriculture which 
was occurring in Chile at the time. 
During his travels throughout the Arauco territory, Reuel Smith documents a variety of 
food-getting processes utilized by the Mapuche, ranging from pastoralism to horticulture to 
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small-scale agriculture. Shortly after crossing the Bio Bio river, which at the time delineated the 
northern border between Chilean and Mapuche lands, Reuel Smith notes that the pasture has 
been recently burned, with the intention of promoting new growth (169). Throughout his 
account, the author makes a number of comments on the technique of swidden.52 At first glance, 
his opinions on the technique seem to contradict themselves, in some instances condemning the 
practice for destroying the landscape and in others, underscoring the fertility it produces (Reuel 
Smith 169, 180). However, upon closer inspection, his comments denounce the use of the 
practice of burning forested lands on a large-scale, as had been done in the north of Chile by the 
Spanish with the intensification of agricultural practices. For example, the author spots the trunks 
of a few oak trees burnt to a crisp and interprets this as a sign of the forthcoming, “destrucción de 
las monarcas de la selva” (Reuel Smith 180). He continues by stating that the custom of burning 
the fields has the potential catastrophic effect of altering the climate of the region, causing rivers 
to dry up and the land to become arid. Here he cites examples of habitat destruction by North 
American Indians on the Midwestern plains, as well as the plains of central Chile, where large 
swaths of land were burned and transformed into haciendas or pastures by the Spanish occupants 
(Reuel Smith 180-181).  
In this passage, his lack of knowledge of the indigenous agricultural processes leads him 
to confound two very distinct fire-based farming methods, which have quite different ecological 
implications. While the use of fire to burn away intact forests and permanently transform them 
for large-scale farming has been found to result in a loss of biodiversity and soil fertility, the use 
                                                 
52 According to Shawn William Miller, swidden was a common practice throughout South America prior to the 
conquest, in which a patch of forest is cleared to plant crops for a few seasons and then is left to lie fallow, letting 
the forest regrow (15). Miller specifically mentions the Tupi and other indigenous groups of the lower Amazon but 
acknowledges that it was used by many cultures that inhabited both tropical and temperate forests. Swidden is also 
known by the pejorative term “slash and burn farming”, which captures the negative perception agricultural experts 
have had of this tradition.    
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of fire on a small-scale within a system of “shifting cultivation”, in which after a few growing 
seasons, the forest is allowed to return, is quite sustainable (Raygorodetsky). Returning to Reuel 
Smith’s account, a close reading of the passages leading up to and following his remarks on their 
burning of the pasture lands indicates that the Mapuche are not burning large swaths of land to 
be converted into farm land permanently but actually utilizing a type of shifting cultivation over 
a long time period. For example, just prior to seeing these burnt tree trunks, he describes the 
landscape that he is traversing, stating that they arrived at, “otra llanura ondulada, cubierta de 
buenos pastos y sembrada de grandes robles tan próximos los unos a los otros que raras veces 
salíamos de su sombra” (180).  In this instance, as well as others, it is evident that the Mapuche 
have only burned away the trees of small plots of land for farming purposes, leaving large tracts 
of forest lands intact.   
In another section, Reuel Smith’s observations indicate that the Mapuche, upon 
recognizing that a field soil quality had been depleted, would fallow the field and allow the forest 
to grow back, rotating different plots of land between a few seasons of cultivation and then many 
years of regrowth. He notes that, once a slope begins to dry up, “los vecinos se mudan a otra 
parte más favorecida, porque no saben cavar o al menos no lo hacen” (216).  Due to the 
prejudices the author holds against the indigenous people, he attributes this method of rotating 
fields to their lack of knowledge of digging wells and canals when in actuality their decision to 
use shifting cultivation is founded in their knowledge of the land’s limits and their desire to 
maintain its fertility over the long term. Thus, while Reuel Smith is quite critical of the technique 
of swidden used by the Mapuche people, the passages which accompany his criticism suggest 
that the scope of their use of this technique is actually limited and that the Mapuche in general 
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have protected the forests, as the forest ecosystem is also essential to their multi-faceted food-
getting system.  
It is important to acknowledge that the food-getting strategies of the Mapuche do not fit 
neatly into one category but rather, they relied on a diversified system of food production which 
combines aspects of pastoralism, small-scale agriculture and horticulture. Reuel Smith does not 
specifically discuss or appreciate the complex combination of food-getting strategies they rely on 
but rather, this is revealed through the descriptions of the landscape and the food products that he 
writes about in his account. While traveling through Arauco territory, the author is invited to stay 
at the house of an Indian named Chancay-Hueno (meaning Island of Heaven). As Reuel Smith’s 
guide and interpreter, don Panta, and Chancay-Hueno converse, the author silently observes the 
domestic economy of the indigenous home. Although he criticizes the disorganization and filth 
of the space, he concedes that the household contains many, “símbolos de paz y prosperidad” 
(181). As he surveys the room, he lists a wide variety of food products stored in the corners and 
hanging from the rafters, noting an abundance of, “mazorcas de maíz, trozos de carne, zapallos, 
cuelgas de ají, una bolsa tejida llena de papas” as well as “sacos de frijoles y otros comestibles” 
(181-182).  
The crops mentioned in this passage, all grown or produced locally, serve as indicators of 
the food-getting strategies employed by the Mapuche Indians. Although the Mapuche grew 
wheat and maize, staples most often associated with agricultural societies, the low intensity of 
production (as indicated by their use of swidden) and the wide range of species grown in one 
place are signs of the Mapuche relying on horticulture as well (Crowther 48). Horticulture is 
generally a more sustainable form of food production, characterized as being less intensive, as it 
only utilizes human labor and not domesticated animals, plows or forms or irrigation (Crowther 
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49). So, overall, the methods used by the indigenous inhabitants are of low intensity and 
obviously produce a diverse range of crops, even though the author does mention that they have 
adopted the technique of harvesting wheat using a horse and sickle from the Spaniards (Reuel 
Smith 217). Additionally, Reuel Smith mentions that the Mapuche gather wild growing fruits 
and other plants from the forested areas of their territory for consumption as well as medicinal 
purposes (195, 210). Thus, the Mapuche are depicted as depending on a diverse range of food-
getting strategies, which allows them to avoid problems such as soil erosion or land degradation 
and is potentially more resilient to changes in climate, which was a principal concern of Chilean 
elites of the time period (Reuel Smith 180).53  
Finally, with regards to food production, it is not simply that the Mapuche use a 
combination of food-getting strategies which is more sustainable but rather, that their worldview 
assigns value to the tasks of food acquisition. In her discussion of modes of global food 
production, Crowther stresses how small scale societies, whether pastoralists, hunter gatherers or 
small-scale agriculture, highly value food-getting, which has a significant impact on the way 
labor and time are perceived. In these societies, the pattern of daily life, “centers around 
producing and consuming food, and this work is governed by the activity, rather than the passage 
of time” (69). This stands in stark contrast to the industrialized forms of food production 
dawning in Chile in the 19th century and the way in which it reorganizes the relationship between 
work and time. This is certainly reflected in Reuel Smith’s account in a number of sections. For 
example, the author describes a typical and customary exchange of conversation upon arriving at 
the home of a Mapuche family, which reveals the centrality of the labor of food production to 
Mapuche society.  After inquiring about the health of the family, it is expected that the guest asks 
                                                 
53 In his 2016 National Geographic article on misconceptions regarding slash and burn farming techniques, 
Raygorodetsky explains that swidden-fallow systems or shifting cultivation systems are actually more resilient to 
climate change, as the landscape is comprised of a heterogeneous mosaic of forests, fields and fallows.  
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for news about their lands, their most recent harvest and the health of their livestock (Reuel 
Smith 177). Food production is a defining activity of Mapuche identity and as such, it is an 
indispensable form of etiquette in their culture for any visitors or travelers to ask about these 
essential topics.    
 Furthermore, the forms of food preparation and consumption depicted by Reuel Smith are 
indicative of the strong connection between the Mapuche and the environment. The protocols of 
Mapuche food preparation and consumption highlight intimate relationship that they maintained 
with the environment, one which did not draw a stark line between humans and nature but 
instead, placed plants and animals on a more equal footing with humans. First, they exhibit a 
respect for the livestock they slaughter which Reuel Smith is not accustomed to and which he did 
not observe when he lived in Chilean territory prior to this journey to the Araucanía. The author 
notices how the Mapuche people, upon slaughtering a sheep, are very intentional about using all 
the parts of the animal- their wool, bones, meat and even their blood. For instance, at one stop 
along their route, the author and his fellow travelers are served a dish considered a delicacy by 
the indigenous people, a plate of sheep’s blood coagulated with salt (Reuel Smith 221). While 
the rest of the group attacked their plates with gusto, the author, after sampling a bite, could not 
bring himself to consume more, stating, “aun cuando el gusto no era desagradable, la idea de 
comer sangre cruda casi me quitó el apetito” (Reuel Smith 222). His disgust towards consuming 
blood is not innate but rather, a learned reaction and stems from the cultural preference in the 
US, which developed in the 19th century, of establishing distance between the site of food 
production and food consumption.  
This is also evident later in his account when Reuel Smith enters the palace of Manin-
Hueno, a Mapuche chief, and notes that, hanging from the rafters near them there were “varios 
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trozos de carne, restos de una vaca muerta” (204). Not accustomed to seeing such a gruesome 
sight in the site of food consumption. they were happy to be offered toasted wheat and mudai, an 
alcoholic, fermented drink made of grains, instead of meat.54 The separation of spaces of food 
preparation and food consumption is an attempt by modern societies of distinguishing 
themselves as “civilized”, concealing the methods of food acquisition and the slaughter of 
livestock in order to maintain the stark division between humanity and the environment (Belasco 
18).  
According to food studies scholar Warren Belasco in his book Food: The Key Concepts, 
the links between the farm and the dinner table were obscured and mystified starting in the 19th 
century in a number of ways (3-4). He cites environmental historian William Cronon who states 
that during that time period in Europe and the US, a “forgetfulness” was encouraged by the food 
industry, making it easy to not remember that, “eating was a moral act inexorably bound to 
killing” (Belasco 4). This transition towards commercial food production and cuisine which 
begins in the 19th century results in the erasure of the food chain, which is problematic, as it 
conceals the environmental implications of certain food preferences and patterns of food 
consumption. In contrast, the Mapuche people preserved a certain proximity between their food 
sources and sites of consumption, serving as a constant reminder of both the moral and 
ecological consequences of consuming meat.  Their keen awareness of these consequences leads 
the Mapuche people to exhibit more care and attentiveness to not waste any part of the livestock 
they slaughter.  Thus, both of these passages underscore how the Mapuche people’s cuisine 
better preserves the connection with the local environment, which in turn affords them a deeper 
knowledge of the ecosystem they occupy and its limits.  
                                                 
54 The author later finds out that mudai is made from the saliva of elderly, Mapuche women who chew the grains 
and then spit the liquid into a pitcher, which also disgusts the author (Reuel Smith 227).  
84 
 
Furthermore, Mapuche cuisine, as portrayed in Reuel Smith’s account, allows us to 
observe and better understand how these people situated themselves in relation to other living 
beings of the landscape in which they dwell. In one instance, the author arrives at a village and 
finds the Mapuche inhabitants mourning the loss of a lamb. Their sadness baffles the author but 
as he observes the scene, it is explained to him that, “es considerada una calamidad que se pierda 
una, no tanto por su valor intrínseco, sino, más bien, por la mala suerte que trae, precursora sin 
duda de otros males mayores para después” (192). The Mapuche people’s reaction to the death of 
this lamb does not stem from a sentiment of brotherly harmony they feel with the animals with 
which they dwell but instead from a place of fear. The loss of life serves as a reminder of the 
unpredictable nature of the environment which they inhabit and their inability to control it. 
Therefore, it is not a loss of profit or sustenance that they are upset over but rather, the death of 
this lamb is a sign of imbalance in the environment they inhabit and a warning sign from the 
spirits of further repercussions to come. This is quite distinct from the attitude held by Europeans 
from a Christian background, who believe it is their right to dominate the rest of nature. 
According to Miller, Europeans exploited nature in the Americas “with a clear conscience”, as 
their Christian god had granted them “unchallenged dominion over plants, animals and ‘all 
creeping things’” (27). Meanwhile, indigenous inhabitants tended to hold more fear for nature 
and thus, demonstrated a greater respect for the non-human elements of the environment.  This is 
certainly evident in the Mapuche reaction to the loss of the life of a lamb, which was seen as a 
symbol of nature’s power and volatility.  
With regards to protocols associated with food consumption, Reuel Smith highlights a 
few practices which to him seem improper or signs of the backwardness of the Mapuche people. 
According to Belasco, the site of food consumption and the protocols which comprise the 
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performance of the meal work together to communicate a society’s values and serve as important 
markers of status, which separate the “civilized” from the “savage” (18).  As the author sits down 
for one of his first meals in Arauco territory, he comments that, “no tuvimos más mantel que el 
verde pasto” (173). After a long day’s travel, the author expresses his displeasure with having to 
be in contact with nature while he eats his dinner.  The author also mentions how utensils are not 
always provided by his Mapuche hosts and thus, he resorts to using his own utensils which he 
carried with him on the journey, preferring not to consume the meal with his hands as his hosts 
were doing (Reuel Smith 177-178).   
In another circumstance, Reuel Smith and his guide, don Panta, are received by an Indian 
chief named Kilal. The author describes their experience conversing and eating on the patio of 
the chief’s house, stating, “nos sentamos a piernas cruzadas sobre los cueros”. Before they are 
served dinner, a sheep stew, the women of the household carry out some, “banquitos cubiertos de 
cuero para que en ellos apoyáramos los codos”, intended to provide more comfort for their guests 
(Reuel Smith 178). Although the author admits that the stew is in fact excellent, he complains 
about the seating arrangement, stating, “me fue difícil tragarlo en la posición reclinada en que me 
encontraba” (Reuel Smith 178). For the author, the experience of the meal is tainted by site of 
the meal and the lack of formality of the dining procedures, or what Belasco calls “protocols” 
(15).  Objects such as tables, chairs, tablecloths, utensils and napkins, which establish the usual 
barriers between humans and nature, are not present at this meal. Again, this passage underscores 
the unease felt by Reuel Smith as he is forced to adopt protocols which he deems “uncivilized” 
due to the cultural context in which he has lived. From the viewpoint of a Westerner, to eat, sit 
and sleep on the ground was “beneath human dignity” (Miller 67). Although his intention in 
mentioning these differences is often to criticize or to denigrate, for the purpose of this 
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investigation his comments are significant in that they reveal another way in which the Mapuche 
did not separate themselves from the landscape they occupied.  
Overall, the foodways of the Mapuche people, both with regards to the production and 
protocols surrounding the consumption of food, reveal the intimate relationship they possessed 
with the environment, one which stood in stark contrast with the distant relationship many 
Chilean people had.  Unfortunately, following nearly two decades of military campaigns, in 1883 
the Chilean army defeated the Mapuche at Villarica and began to occupy their lands. The 
majority of the Arauco territory was given away or sold off to national and foreign colonists 
(Crow 46).  While certainly not all traditions and ways of life were lost, the establishment of 
land-grant communities or reservations would reduce the Mapuche’s historic territory to roughly 
5% (Crow 46). The loss of this vast expanse of land would prevent their ability to maintain the 
same diversified system of food production, forcing them to abandon their typical techniques of 
shifting cultivation and livestock herding and to instead become small peasant farmers.  Thus, 
the dispossession of the Mapuche from their land would substantially disrupt alternative models 
for sustainable modes of food production which persisted in what is today southern Chile, 
permitting for the further dissemination of industrial agriculture and in turn, continuing to widen 
the gap between non-human nature and humans.  
Six Years in Bolivia: A British Engineer’s Reflections on Bolivian Cuisine Around the Turn 
of the 20th Century 
 Although Bolivian elites espoused nearly identical discourses of modernization and 
progress regarding foodways as Chilean writers did, the implementation of foreign technologies 
and techniques was much more gradual and more difficult in the Bolivian highlands. Having lost 
its access to the Pacific Ocean in the War of the Pacific in the late 1800s, around the turn of the 
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20th century Bolivia was entirely landlocked (Larson 203).  This fact, paired with the difficult 
and expansive Bolivian topography, slowed the introduction of Western agricultural technologies 
as well as curbed the nation’s integration into globalized capitalist markets, thus limiting the 
import of foreign food products, too. While the fertile lands of the Arauco territory were rapidly 
usurped by Chile and assimilated into more Westernized, commercial foodways, in Bolivia, what 
was deemed a quite unenviable geographic situation, would be used to the advantage of the 
indigenous inhabitants, allowing indigenous worldviews to continue to thrive and shape 
foodways in the Andes well into the 20th century. Thus, an analysis of British adventurer Anselm 
Guise’s remarks on the topics of cuisine reveals how the challenging Bolivian landscape actually 
served as a vital mechanism of resistance and as a means to preserve indigenous forms of 
cuisine.55 
As he prepares for departure, Guise reflects on his time spent in Bolivia and declares, 
“From the point of view of the traveler, Bolivia is well worth visiting…Great mineral wealth lies 
hidden in the mountains- tin, copper, silver, gold and wolfram-and in the low lands, there is 
petroleum” (242). Author of the book Six Years in Bolivia: The Adventures of a Mining 
Engineer, Guise reports on life in the early 20th century in two distinct geographic zones of 
Bolivia, the high plateau and the semi-tropical forests, and offers commentary on the people, the 
landscape and the native ways of life. Guise was a young, British mining engineer appointed to 
the post of assistant manager of a tin mine in the highlands. Like many European travelers of this 
time period, his descriptions of life in Bolivia are heavily marked by a neocolonial and 
expansionist discourse which attempted to justify European and American intervention in these 
territories. While Guise’s book is typical in its conveyance of an omniscient and assertive tone, 
                                                 
55 The term cuisine has different connotations but here I am referring to the concept of cuisine put forth by Belasco, 
who takes a more expansive view to suggest that cuisine includes a “set of protocols, usages, communications, 
behaviors, etc” (15-16).  
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expressing the superiority of Western forms of knowledge and customs, his book inadvertently 
offers indications of the resistance of the indigenous inhabitants to adopt European ways of life. 
Numerous passages indicate how the difficulty of the Bolivian landscape actually served as a 
mechanism to impede the introduction and adoption of European customs and technologies. 
Therefore, by studying the relations between humans and the environment in Guise’s book, it is 
evident that the landscape serves as a tool of resistance, allowing the native inhabitants to resist 
the imposition of Western lifestyles by foreigners and to preserve their own modes of being and 
culture. Along with an examination of these forms of resistance, it is important to question to 
what extent these alternative modes of food production and consumption suggest more 
sustainable relations with the natural landscape.  
Before entering into an analysis of the passages which offer insight into Bolivian 
foodways, it is essential to briefly examine the general attitude with which Guise perceives the 
Andean environment. Even though he strives to project an attitude of authority and dominion, his 
descriptions of the landscape, which frequently emphasize the darkness, filth and disease that 
this environment fostered, actually suggest his inability to overcome the obstacles it posed, 
hindering him from civilizing these territories. For example, upon arriving to Bolivia, his 
portrayal of the high plateau suggests a total absence of civilization or humanity, as the 
landscape is frequently characterized as being “desolate” and “monotonous” (Guise 24). He then 
later comments on the effect this bleak, barren landscape has on the conduct of the people, 
stating that, “the country is not conducive to mildness”, making it hard to instill civil behavior in 
the local residents (Guise 63).  
While the jungles of the Eastern Andes offered Guise a more pleasant and desirable 
atmosphere in which to live, his remarks still highlight the many difficulties he faced in this very 
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foreign and at times, overwhelming environment. Though he describes the flora and fauna as 
“enchanting”, he also comments on the “havoc” that the fluctuations in climate caused and notes 
how the frequent flooding results in his isolation from the rest of the world.  For example, during 
his years in the jungle, Guise receives newspapers many months after their publication date and 
thus he laments that he is, “no longer part of the big world”, underscoring the remoteness of the 
space he occupied (183). Therefore, although Guise attempts to maintain a tone of superiority, 
expressing his ability to overcome the many threats and challenges the environment posed, it is 
quite evident that his approaches to life in Bolivia are ineffective. Thus, as we will see, his 
attempts to civilize these spaces and their inhabitants through the imposition of European cuisine 
ultimately fail. 
  While Guise covers a wide-variety of topics in his travel account, specifically his 
observations on Bolivian cuisine are insightful, exposing how the challenges of the natural 
landscape allow the indigenous inhabitants to resist the imposition of Western culture and modes 
of being. Guise’s commentary on food and the protocols of preparation and consumption are 
abundant throughout the passages of his book. Although his accounts of his daily food habits 
may seem unremarkable and trivial, they actually reveal quite a bit about the negotiation of 
culture and identity, as his preferences function as markers of status and authority. Montanari 
argues that food has a strong communicative power in its capacity to express social identity and 
status, stating that, “the manner of feeding oneself derives from a determinate social membership 
while at the same time, revealing or expressing that membership” (123). Therefore, his 
discussions of food production, cuisine and cooking methods function as a way of distinguishing 




Upon arrival in the mining town of Ocavi, where he resides for the first two years of his 
time in Bolivia, he frequently complains about the food served to him, as a way of proving his 
civilized and refined palate. 56 However, his comments also reveal that it is the Bolivian climate 
and difficult topography which help to ensure that, despite efforts by foreigners and governing 
elites to modernize and civilize the nation, the indigenous methods of food preparation and food 
preservation continued to persist. For example, he dedicates a few pages to describing the 
various forms of preparing potatoes in the highlands and discusses chuño, a freeze-dried potato 
that has been a staple in the Andes since pre-Columbian times.57 While he does admit that it is 
“undoubtedly nourishing”, he complains that, “it looks like old cork and has about the same 
flavor” (35). Beyond his classification of its taste, his discussion indicates how the high altitude 
prevents the use of European methods of preparing the potatoes. He explains that at this high 
altitude, “where water boils at about 190 degrees Farenheit, it is impossible to cook potatoes 
properly”, by which he means in the European manner of preparing the potatoes. (Guise 34-35).  
He notes that the only possible form of cooking potatoes in a European manner is by utilizing a 
“special cauldron similar in design to the autoclave […] with which, under steam pressure, the 
boiling point may be raised” (Guise 35). The author admits that he only observed the use of this 
type of cauldron in Bolivia in the house of a wealthy German family. As such a cauldron would 
be costly and difficult to procure in Bolivia, due to the limited access to imported goods, the 
adoption of such a technique was unlikely to become widespread or popular. Thus, indigenous 
methods of preparing potatoes, which often involved cooking them in earthen ovens at slower 
rates and lower temperatures, persisted and thrived due to environmental factors.  
                                                 
56 The Ocavi mines are located in the Department of La Paz, in the province of Inquisivi. Ocavi lies between the 
cities of La Paz and Oruro in the highlands.  
57 For example, Pedro Cieza de Leon in La crónica del Perú (1553) describes chuño as being commonly consumed 
by indigenous populations in the Andes around the time of the arrival of the Spanish conquerors to the region (136). 
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Furthermore, the limited possibilities of food that could be grown in this climate and the 
adversity of transporting food products across the Bolivian landscape resulted in the need to rely 
heavily on indigenous food preservation methods which were not common or valued in 
European cuisines. Returning to the Guise’s discussion of chuño, he is fascinated by the process 
of freeze-drying potatoes, which is unlike any method of preparing potatoes that he has ever 
observed previously. After explaining one process for preserving potatoes, he describes how, 
“another form of chuño, which is even more highly prized, is made by throwing potatoes into a 
tank of water during the winter time” (35). He continues explaining this foreign process, stating 
that the potatoes, “remain in this water for a month or more and, on removal, after the water has 
been finally squeezed out, they become white and starch like” (Guise 35-36). He seems baffled 
that they would go to such lengths and spend that much time to prepare a potato, and in a way 
that to his palate, was so repulsive and unpalatable. However, according to Crowther, cooking 
techniques are learned and influenced by the way of life of a culture, including factors such as 
mobility and time (102-103). Though Guise is clearly appalled at the fact that the Bolivian 
people would spend months preparing potatoes in this fashion, the choice of the indigenous 
people to employ this method of freezing potatoes is one based on factors of mobility imposed 
by the difficulties of the highland environment.58 Integrating European dishes into Bolivian 
cuisine would require the acquisition of other important staple grains, such as corn and wheat, 
which would have to be transported over long distances. In contrast, potatoes grow well at that 
altitude and are an excellent source of nutrients. Undoubtedly the preference for the freeze-dried 
chuño developed out of environmental circumstance and necessity. However, the same 
environmental factors of topography and climate which solidified chuño as an essential national 
                                                 
58 It is important to note that the potato has been an essential staple in Andean cuisine for centuries because of its 
high nutritional value and the ability to preserve them through freeze-drying methods (Krogel 24-25).   
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dish also served as an important barrier to the imposition of European cooking techniques and 
preferences during this time period, an era in which the disparate regions of Bolivia remained 
fragmented and relatively disconnected from each other and the rest of the world. 
 Therefore, preserved foods, whether sun-dried or freeze-dried, were common to the diet 
of indigenous Bolivian people and essential to surviving in the harsh environment, as the climate 
did not permit for the cultivation of a diverse range of crops and livestock. This is evident again 
later in Guise’s account when he leaves Ocavi and begins to travel towards the jungles of 
Bolivia. While traveling through the valleys of the eastern Andes, he writes about how the 
majority of his meals included a portion of chalona, a dried lamb jerky which was another 
important staple in this region. Guise describes the process of a making this jerky by hanging a 
sheep carcass outside for days at a time, letting the hot sun and dry wind act on it until it 
becomes, “hard and stringy”, turning it into, “mummified meat” (101).  He said this meat, which 
he ate twice a day for a few years, was “far from agreeable” (101).  Again, it is evident how the 
cooking technique of dehydrating food is not one common to or celebrated in European cuisine, 
as suggested by the author’s disdain for it.59 However, as the difficulty of the landscape inhibited 
the easy transport of livestock or freshly slaughtered meats, the local indigenous inhabitants 
came to rely heavily on this jerky-like meat as an essential source of protein. The indigenous 
people do not adopt the European privileged custom of having access to fresh meat daily because 
of environmental limitations, which in turn serve to preserve certain indigenous delicacies, like 
                                                 
59 Crowther also reinforces this notion in her chapter on the kitchen space and cooking techniques, explaining that 
certain physical, chemical and water content changes applied to foods are often associated with certain cultures and 
geographic regions. She states that while today freezing and dehydrating foods is a standard Western method of food 




chalona, which like chuño, had become a symbol of Bolivian cuisine.60 Thus, the obstacles of 
shipping and transport of food products from other geographic zones and the fact that the 
Andean environment naturally favors certain cooking techniques converge, permitting for a 
resistance of the imposition of “civilized” foreign cooking methods and cuisines.  
Though the eastern jungles of Bolivia posed entirely distinct challenges to those of the 
highlands, the tricky topography and the variable climate yet again influence the food choices of 
the inhabitants and prevents reliance on foreign products and Western food preferences. During 
his years in the jungle, Guise describes how flooding had cut off supply lines from other towns 
upriver and states that supplies became so limited that food had to be rationed amongst the 
laborers (111). The laborers chop open a tree trunk and carefully pick out “fat white grubs” 
known as tutuyo, which were considered a great delicacy by the locals. He admits the smell was 
not unpleasant but declines the food offered to him by the workers, highlighting how his culinary 
preferences serve as an expression of his supremacy.  Instead, he chooses to spend his afternoon 
hunting for game which would better suit his culinary preferences but laments that, “there was 
not even a pigeon to add to the pot” (111). In contrast to Guise, the indigenous laborers display a 
keen knowledge of what the jungle has to offer and adapt their diet to what is readily available. 
In Belasco’s book, the author identifies three core competing factors when people make food 
choices: the consumer’s identity, matters of convenience, and sense of responsibility (6).  The 
challenges of the environment in Bolivia influence the way in which Guise makes his food 
choices, having to consider factors of convenience and accessibility over considerations of 
identity, such as preference, pleasure and taste. Moreover, these environmental factors certainly 
informed local indigenous food choices, discouraging them from adopting European food 
                                                 
60 The status of these foods as symbols of Bolivian national cuisine is indicated when Guise explains that the 
Bolivians are so fond and proud of these dried and dehydrated foods that Bolivian representatives and ambassadors, 
when traveling to foreign nations, would carry samples of them in order to represent their country (35-36).  
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preferences modeled by foreign travelers and wealthy Bolivian elites, preferences which if 
adopted, would make their acquisition of food more precarious or difficult.   
 As Guise was frequently unsatisfied with the food prepared for him by local peoples, he 
attempts to educate them in “the mysteries of European cooking”, which served as a form of 
civilizing the indigenous people. He refers to himself as a “professor” and a “director of culinary 
operations”, endowing himself with the authority to civilize the local inhabitants through their 
adoption of European cultural habits. (44). Guise ultimately fails in imposing European culinary 
techniques and food preferences, which he attributes to the “dull brain” of the indigenous people 
(45). However, it is clear that other factors are at play here, which prevent the acculturation of 
the indigenous people. In various instances it becomes evident that his preferences are not 
suitable for the local space which he occupies and thus, these techniques of food preparation are 
not adopted by the local inhabitants. The scene which best exemplifies this is one in which he 
buys a sheep from a local farmer in order to teach his chef, María, how to make a shoulder of 
mutton. However, a number of factors make the successful preparation of an English mutton 
impossible. First, the highlands of Bolivia are generally void of timber and thus, the local 
inhabitants must rely on other sources of fuel to cook their food. Guise explains that the most 
common source of fuel is taquia or llama feces, which he criticizes as contributing to the “filth 
and stench” of the haciendas of the region (28). Although María blew on the flames of the 
taquia-fueled fire with “hurricane force”, Guise complains that the oven never got hot enough to 
properly cook the mutton (44). His lack of knowledge of the fuel sources that the landscape 
provides and the effect this has on protocols of food preparation prevents him from imposing his 
preferred recipes and cooking techniques on María. Therefore, María returns to cooking the 
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traditional Bolivian dishes that she is accustomed to cooking and which are better suited for the 
challenges of the environment of the Bolivian high plateau.    
Furthermore, Guise tries to apply a typical English recipe to the livestock available in 
Bolivia, not realizing that the difference in livestock would drastically affect the end result. 
When he acquires the sheep from the Bolivian farmer, he states that, “it was not fat Southdown 
but a Bolivian animal, than which none scraggier can exist” (43). However, Guise is determined 
to instill in his chef the proper techniques of English cooking and proceeds with an air of self-
assurance, ordering Maria to prepare the kitchen for her cooking lesson. At the end of the meal, 
Guise admits that it was inedible, stating, “that shoulder would defeat anyone but a cannibal, it 
certainly defeated me” (45). After this episode, María rejects the techniques and recipes that her 
boss has taught her, reverting back to the traditional recipes she had been preparing him, such as 
chupe (a stew) and chuño.61 According to Carole Counihan in the introduction of the book Food 
and Gender: Identity and Power, while food can often serve as a point of connection or unity 
between people, one’s ability to produce, provide, distribute and consume food is a strong 
indicator of power and authority (2). Counihan explains that in many cultures, women can exert 
power over men by, “refusing to cook, controlling their food, or manipulating the status and 
meaning systems embodied in food” (7). In this instance, the local environment acts as a tool to 
resist the adoption of European lifestyles, allowing María to subvert power relations both in her 
role as a woman and as an indigenous Other.    
The previous passages have demonstrated how the unique challenges of the Bolivian 
landscape and climate permitted the native inhabitants to resist, at least to some extent, their 
acculturation into European forms of food preparation and to maintain their own traditional 
                                                 
61 Chupe is a stew usually made of a meat, for example, lamb or chicken, and either potatoes or yucca. It is a staple 
dish with pre-Hispanic roots.  
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methods and food preferences. It is evident that the customs and culture that Guise tries to 
introduce in Bolivia are incompatible with the local environments and are often less effective or 
practical, making his European knowledge futile. In contrast, the indigenous inhabitants of both 
the high plateau and the Yungas demonstrate a keen knowledge of the natural landscape and an 
ability to adapt to the changes in climate and the obstacles that nature poses. However, it is 
important to discuss the differences between European and indigenous Bolivian relationships 
with the land with care, so as not to perpetuate the notion of the “ecological Indian”. According 
to ecocritic Greg Garrard, the ecological Indian is derived from the destructiveness and genocidal 
racism of the Euro-American culture rather than actual evidence that indigenous communities 
dwell with the land in a more sustainable manner (136).  This has often resulted in idealized or 
romanticized visions of the indigenous Other as being a positive ecological model while 
undoubtedly indigenous groups’ presence and use of the land has transformed the natural 
landscape in negative manners as well.   
However, Jennifer French suggests that not all depictions of indigenous groups as 
responsible stewards of the earth are simply nostalgic or idealized portrayals but rather, should 
be considered a valid response to the commodifying, greed-glazed gaze of foreign entrepreneurs 
(Nature 5-6). While the native peoples portrayed by Guise are still complicit in capitalist systems 
of production (mining, rubber industry), it is necessary to question whether their resistance to 
adopt European culinary preferences offer an alternative more sustainable relationship with the 
natural surroundings. In a sense, Guise’s depiction of life in Bolivia does reveal a somewhat 
more sustainable relationship with the environment through the maintenance of their traditions 
and ways of life. Due to the relative geographic isolation of this Andean nation and its difficult 
terrain, Bolivia is depicted as being less fully integrated into the globalized markets and capitalist 
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systems of exchange. Although this book certainly highlights the extraction of resources by 
foreign companies, the local inhabitants are not represented as being reliant on access to 
imported goods. They are not represented as dependent on products from other nations but 
rather, as resourcefully tapping the resources of the numerous ecoregions their nation possesses. 
Thus, to a certain degree, the descriptions of the Bolivian ways of life provided by Guise in his 
book do suggest a more sustainable relationship between man and the natural surroundings. 
Furthermore, returning to the scene in which Guise orders his chef to prepare a shoulder 
of mutton, it is clear that the English consumer, due to the industrialization and circulation of 
food products and goods, has become more distanced from the modes of the production of food. 
Although Guise is able to instruct the woman on how to cook the meat, he is clearly clueless 
with regards to how to slaughter the animal and is disgusted by her use of all parts of the animal. 
He is baffled as to why Maria preserved all the offal of the animal as well as the blood, which 
she collected in a basin and saved for another recipe (45). In his discussion of the food industry 
in the modern world, food studies scholar Belasco cites the American author Wendell Berry who 
describes the modern consumer as one who, “does not know that eating is an agricultural act, 
who no longer knows or imagines the connections between eating and the land” (Belasco 5).   
This is certainly true of Guise, who displays a general lack of knowledge of the landscape 
and the ways in which food is obtained and produced. In contrast, the indigenous people 
represented by Guise throughout the book exhibit a strong understanding of where their food 
comes from and the limitations of the environment they occupy. Therefore, although Guise’s 
book reproduces typical discourses of neocolonial expansion employed by many European and 
American entrepreneurs and travelers of the time period, if read through the lens of ecocriticism, 
his book can also offer insight on methods of indigenous resistance. While ecocriticism has 
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frequently been used to study how the conquest and colonialism have impacted human 
interactions with the environment, it can also be productive in order to question how the 
landscape has been used to impede or limit the attempts to acculturate and civilize the indigenous 
inhabitants of these territories. 
Divergent Attitudes Towards Andean Foodways 
During the latter half of the 19th century, despite major differences in the geographies and 
racial demographics, Andean nation-builders from Chile and Bolivia adopted much of the same 
rhetoric regarding food production. This rhetoric, which placed heavy emphasis on Western 
knowledge and technology, was just the start of the shift towards intensified, industrialized food 
production, which would further distance the consumer from site of food production, which 
would have lasting ecological repercussions. As the quote from activist and author Raj Patel in 
the epigraph of this chapter suggests, the degradation of the landscape within the context of 
agricultural food production does not stem from the use of modern technology but rather, from 
the voracious cultural attitude with which such technologies are implemented. Though the 
introduction of new technology permitted for the intensification of crop cultivation in the Andes, 
it is evident that it was the elites’ strict adherence to a vision of modernity based on progress and 
futurity which was most troubling with regards to the ecological implications. 
However, while Andean elites, with their focus on the future and modernization, depicted 
one single path forward with regards to food production, moving towards more industrialized 
forms of food production, the two travel journals examined here demonstrate that alternative 
foodways existed, ones which better maintained a connection with the environment. 
Unfortunately, in the case of Chile, the dispossession of the Mapuche from their land would 
substantially disrupt the alternative models for sustainable modes of food production described 
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by Reuel Smith, permitting for the further dissemination of industrial agriculture and in turn, 
continuing to widen the gap between non-human nature and humans. Meanwhile, in Bolivia, the 
writings of Guise suggest that the difficult Bolivian climate and its unenviable geography 
actually allowed indigenous worldviews to persist and more heavily shape foodways in the 




















CHAPTER 3: TRAVERSING THE ANDES: THE ECOLOGICAL FOOTPRINT OF 19TH 
CENTURY MODES OF TRANSPORTATION 
“The difference between a path and a road is not only the obvious one. A path is little more than a habit that comes 
with knowledge of a place. It is a sort of ritual of familiarity. As a form, it is a form of contact with a known 
landscape. It is not destructive. It is the perfect adaptation, through experience and familiarity, of movement to 
place; it obeys the natural contours; such obstacles as it meets it goes around.” ― Wendell Berry, The Art of the 
Commonplace: The Agrarian Essays (2002) 
 Although the steam engine was invented in the 18th century, its widespread application 
did not occur until the first decades of the 19th century in Europe and the United States, and in 
the latter half of the 19th century in Latin America. While the steam engine was utilized to power 
a number of mechanical inventions, perhaps its greatest impact was its use in powering the steam 
locomotive, which radically transformed transportation and would constitute a major leap into 
modernity (Alliende 6). Over the course of history, transportation has continuously advanced 
towards increased mobility, with innovations to address speed and reliability and safety of modes 
of transport and this is certainly true of the invention of the steam locomotive. Previously 
throughout South America, society had relied almost exclusively upon the power of human and 
animal muscles and the harnessing of wind and water, to achieve its goals for centuries prior 
(Miller 138). These new technologies, fueled by fossil plants, were capable of doing the work of 
thousands of men and thus, would prove essential to the success of Latin America’s export-led 
development model. Locomotives solidified Latin America’s place in the global economy, 
allowing for the conquest of, “time and space, that is, the geographic distances and topographic 
obstacles that stood in the way of extending the tentacles of globalization beyond the seaports” 
(Miller 139).  
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Undoubtedly, the development and expansion of transportation systems has been a 
central feature of modern societies, shaping the distribution of populations and of goods (Palmer 
330). And yet, according to Adam Dickinson in the Oxford Handbook of Ecocriticism, the 
movement of ecocriticism has focused extensively on, “the importance of place but has had little 
to say about ‘non-places’, about the placeless, transient locations”, such as forms of 
transportation (139). The term “non-place” was coined by anthropologist Marc Auge in 
opposition to places which are defined as, “relational, historical or concerned with identity” 
(Dickinson 139).  While railways and roads were not places of residence or meeting places in 
which people shared social references, modes of transportation were an essential component of 
constructing a modern, national identity in the 19th century in the Andes and thus, merit an 
investigation into their effect on perceptions of the non-human environment. Literature from the 
time period, especially newspaper articles, abounds with references to infrastructure projects, 
such as the construction of railways, ports, bridges and navigable waterways, which would 
supposedly propel these nations into a state of modernity.   
The introduction of these new modes of transportation which relied on the steam engine 
in the 19th century marked a significant change in the way in which humans traversed the natural 
landscape, substantially altering spatial and temporal conceptions and resulting in a change in the 
interactions and forms of contact Andean people had with the landscape and its non-human 
inhabitants. In discussions of globalization and capitalism, many environmental scholars have 
envisioned nature as receding into the margins of modernity or as a victim of modernization. 
However, Donna Haraway has argued that these changes can instead be understood as, “new 
productions, articulations of relationships among human and non-human beings and phenomena” 
(Raine 101). Rather than immediately condemn the technological innovations which occurred 
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within the realm of transportation during this century, through an examination of a variety of 
sources (newspapers, travel journals and photography) it is evident that, while a significant shift 
occurs in the way that some Andean people approached the environment, the impact of these was 
not totalizing nor was their ecological effect entirely negative. However, in this chapter, I do 
argue that, although Andean nation builders purported that railways would create a strong sense 
of national unity by establishing faster and more reliable lines of communication, in reality they 
would alter and in some cases, diminish the existence of important contact zones between 
travelers and the environment as well as between people from different racial and socioeconomic 
backgrounds. 
I first turn to the travel accounts of two German men, Aquinas Ried and Cesar Maas, who 
voyaged together down the Andean cordillera from Valparaiso in north-central Chile to Osorno 
in southern Chile.62 Their accounts demonstrate that travel which relied on animals created vital 
contact zones, where travelers in the Andes were forced into more interactions with the dynamic 
and ever-changing Andean landscape but also with people of diverse racial and socioeconomic 
backgrounds. Through an analysis of photography from the National History Museum of Chile 
and newspaper articles published in El caracolino (1872-1879), La reforma (1871-1878), and El 
comercio (1878-1905), I examine how Andean officials imbued the steam-engine locomotive 
with many powers, such as the ability to unite massive expanses of territory and people from far 
reaches of the nation and to propel the nation as a whole into a state of modernity. However, as 
we’ll see through an analysis of American adventurer Annie Smith Peck’s travel journal, in the 
early decades of the twentieth century, despite the attempts of the governing Andean elites to 
                                                 
62 Maas’s account is titled Viaje a través de las provincias australes de la república de Chile desde enero hasta 
junio de 1847 and Ried’s is titled, Diario de viaje desde Valparaíso hasta el lago Llanquihue y de regreso (1847). 
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transition to reliance on “modern” modes of transport, alternative lines of transport persisted and 
thrived, resulting in a complex web of collaboration and exchange of people and goods.  
Transportation in the Chilean Andes Prior to the Introduction of Locomotives 
 To begin, a brief examination of travel accounts written by two German travelers around 
the middle of the 19th century, just a couple of years prior to the widespread implementation of 
railways in Chile, offer us a window into the types of relationships which were dominant in the 
Andean region. This will then permit for a comparison of the behaviors associated with 
transportation and travel via locomotive, as portrayed in newspapers and photographs from the 
latter half of the 19th century. In the late 1840s, two German travelers, Aquinas Ried (1810-1869) 
and Cesar Maas (1815-1898) voyaged together down the Andean cordillera from Valparaiso in 
north-central Chile to Osorno in southern Chile in order to visit other German compatriots who 
had settled there.63 Published in the same year as their trip, Maas’s account is titled Viaje a 
través de las provincias australes de la república de Chile desde enero hasta junio de 1847 and 
Ried’s was titled, Diario de viaje desde Valparaíso hasta el lago Llanquihue y de regreso 
(Salgado Ismodes 20).64 As their travel was not economically, politically or academically 
motivated, their writings record their expedition throughout the region, giving great attention to 
the modes of transport rather than other aspects of Chilean culture. An examination of their 
observations on common modes of transportation, such as horses and pack mules, reveals that, 
despite their undeniable adverse environmental impact, they did in fact foment important cultural 
and environmental contact zones. The term contact zone was coined by literary scholar Mary 
Louise Pratt in her book Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation to refer to areas in 
                                                 
63 In the 19th century a number of colonies of German immigrants had been established in the southern zone of Chile 
around Osorno and Puerto Montt as a part of a colonization scheme crafted by the Chilean government and German 
merchants based in Chile (Salgado Ismodes 9-10). 
64 It should be noted that both of these texts were originally published in German and then later translated circa 1920 
for publication in Chilean magazines (Salgado Ismodes 20-21).  
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which two or more cultures communicate and negotiate shared histories and power relations (6-
7). This important term will be discussed in greater depth in the following section.  
 Over the course of roughly six months Maas and Ried journeyed across the southern 
provinces of Chile, describing in great detail both the joys and challenges of crossing the Andean 
landscape on horseback and accompanied by local guides and pack mules. As animal-powered 
transport does not rely on large quantities of fossil fuels like mechanized forms of transport, it 
would be easy to assume that the ecological impact would be insignificant or minimal. However, 
a number of passages in the travel accounts of Maas and Ried highlight the fact that these 
methods of transport were not without their environmental consequences. The observations made 
by Maas and Ried serve as a reminder of the massive scale of animal-powered transport in this 
region, highlighting its effect on the landscape. Towards the beginning of his account, Maas 
observes that despite Chile’s expansive coastal access, due to the tempestuous nature of many 
areas of the coast, agricultural products from adjacent provinces had to be transported by mules 
over long distances to a few, safer port locations (Maas 32). While the author does not comment 
directly on the environmental effect of transport via pack animal, he does discuss in detail the 
quantities of grains shipped, all of which are transported through animal-powered transport from 
the interior of the country. For example, he describes the port of San Antonio, stating that 
although it was a lesser port in comparison to the port at Valparaiso, an impressive sixteen 
thousand bushels of wheat, rye and beans were stored and exported there in the last year, all of 
which arrived at the port via pack animals (Maas 32-33). According to Daniel Palmer in The 
Encyclopedia of Environmental Ethics and Philosophy, all forms of transportation which humans 
have utilized have come with an environmental cost (330).  Although animal-powered transport 
may seem more “natural” than mechanized transport systems, Palmer states that in the 19th 
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century, reliance on horses and other domesticated animals, “produced such large quantities of 
solid waste, mainly manure, that it posed serious health risks” (330-331).65  Certainly, the 
shipment of massive amounts of grains required the use of thousands of mules and oxen, and 
thus it can be presumed that significant pollution occurred along these routes and at these ports.   
 Furthermore, Maas and Ried’s comments underscore the unsustainable attitude with 
which Chileans and Mapuche inhabitants alike used pack animals and horses for transportation. 
In his discussion of the relationships between humans and animals, Greg Garrard states that 
within ecocriticism, a tendency exists to adhere to a distinction between wild animals and 
domestic animals which venerates the former and treats the latter as, “destructive accomplices of 
human culture” (149). Indeed, in the early 19th century animals were used as tools to perpetuate 
capitalist development, but these pack animals simultaneously suffered at the hands of this 
exploitative system as well. Several passages suggest that these animals were viewed as 
disposable entities, perhaps due to the sheer volume of beasts of burden, and thus, used until 
exhaustion.  In one instance, Maas and Ried are traveling across a sandy steppe in the Maule 
province, which Maas describes as inhospitable, stating that, “un viento sur bastante fuerte, el 
calor y la tierra eran, harto molestos” (53). After having traveled days with little rest across 
difficult terrain, their horses were malnourished and exhausted, and one of them refused to 
continue on. Maas writes, “Tuvimos que abandonarlo a su suerte”, leaving it behind in this 
desolate place with no water or forage (53). Instead of slowing their pace or allowing the horse to 
regain its strength, the group decides to leave the animal to fend for itself. During their trip, they 
                                                 
65 It is worth noting that the production of animal waste by beasts of burden was a major preoccupation for 
intellectuals of the late colonial period. In the 18th century, many newspapers throughout Latin America published 
articles on the subject of hygiene and health as an important part of establishing social order (Meléndez, Raza, 
género e hibridez 210).  
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continuously purchase more mules and horses, choosing to overwork and exhaust the animals 
rather than travel at a slower pace more suitable for the animals.  
Throughout the two Germans’ accounts, it is evident that this is not just an attitude held 
by these foreign travelers but also, by the local residents. In another passage, Maas and Ried are 
traveling through Mapuche territory and they decide to stop for the night at the residence of an 
Indian man. While they light their campfire, the Mapuche man’s horse escapes and upon 
catching it, Maas describes his violent assault of the animal, stating that, “lleno de tirria tomó su 
cuchillo y le hizo grandes heridas al pobre animal” (87). Although both this passage and the 
previous one show a disregard for the life of these domesticated animals, highlighting their 
expendability, Maas’s racial prejudice colors the passage, as he condemns the man’s abusive 
treatment of the horse, criticizing how, “el indio había dado rienda suelta a su instinto” (87).66 
While Maas and Ried are also guilty of cruel and inhumane treatment of their pack animals, in 
this passage they establish themselves as morally superior by underscoring the violent treatment 
of the horse by the Mapuche man. However, it should be noted that, despite their efforts to 
separate themselves from the “barbarous” Indians, both the foreign travelers and the local 
inhabitants utilize animal-powered transport in a manner which is ecologically harmful, which 
situates humans as having domain over animals.67 There are undoubtedly additional 
environmental costs to animal-powered transport not addressed here but this brief discussion 
                                                 
66 It merits noting that here Maas’s comments echo similar types of criticism made by authors in previous centuries 
about the indigenous peoples in these territories. As Meléndez rightly points out in her book Raza, género e hibridez 
en el Lazarillo de ciegos caminantes (1999), Carrió de la Vandera does not criticize the indigenous methods of 
taming pack animals out of concern for the animal, but rather to lament the economic loss that stems from their 
improper taming and for the purpose of creating a distinction between civilized methods and those of the indigenous 
Other (Meléndez 197). 
67 It is important to remember that horses were not native to the Americas and their introduction by European 
colonists represented a major ecological threat, in some regions incurring irreversible damages to vegetation, water 
resources and ruining soil quality (Miller 59-60).  
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serves to highlight its environmental costs, which are acknowledged with less frequency than the 
costs of fossil fuel-powered transportation within ecocriticism.   
  However, although the detriments of animal-powered transport are irrefutable, the 
writings of these two German travelers also indicate that these methods of transportation, which 
upon the introduction of locomotives would be deemed antiquated, actually served a vital 
cultural and ecological function. As will be discussed at greater length in the next section of this 
chapter, the increased speed that locomotives provided would result in a severe distancing of 
people and goods from the landscape and also, a substantial hierarchical organization of spaces 
within the context of the nation. In contrast, animal-based travel, although much slower, forced 
travelers to be exposed to the Andean environment and maintain valuable experiential 
knowledge of the land as well as contact with members of other cultural groups. According to 
Palmer, the switch to mechanized transport constituted a major leap in mobility, increasing 
speeds of transport from between two and ten miles per hour using horses and pack animals to 
over fifty miles per hour with the introduction of the steam-engine locomotive (329).68  Though 
the narrators gripe about the time it takes to cross the challenging and varied landscape of the 
southern Andes, the benefits of this slower pace of travel can be observed quite clearly in Maas 
and Ried’s accounts, resulting in the creation of vital contact zones.  In her introductory chapter, 
Pratt discusses contact zones, which she defines as “social spaces where disparate cultures meet, 
clash and grapple with each other, often in highly asymmetrical relations of dominance and 
subordination” (7). While she posits this term specifically for the purpose of discussing the 
contact between human societies or cultures, I believe the term can be valuable to consider the 
encounter or clash which occurs between human and non-human entities of the environment, 
                                                 
68 See also the third chapter of Alliende’s book Historia del ferrocarril en Chile (2006) which discusses the major 
shift in transportation speeds from animal-powered transport to mechanized transport (20-24).  
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which also are marked by highly asymmetrical relations, where humans most often hold the 
dominant position. Here I will examine how animal-based travel created opportunities for 
cultural contact zones as well as environmental contact zones.  
 Just a few decades after Maas and Ried’s journey people would be able to travel the 
length of the country in just a matter of a couple of days. However, as they were limited to travel 
via horseback, their trip lasted months, requiring them to reside with a wide variety of people. 
Unlike in Europe, Maas notes the difficulty they have in finding housing at times, stating that, “a 
lo largo de los caminos chilenos no hay grandes hoteles, sino solo modestas chozas cubiertas de 
paja” (35). During the beginning of their expedition, while they are near Valparaiso and 
Santiago, they are able to find accommodations with German compatriots and members of the 
Chilean elite but the farther they travel from the capital, the more frequently they are forced to 
lodge with Chileans of the lower class and indigenous inhabitants of the Araucanía (Maas 41). 
Perhaps the most noteworthy contact zone produced by their travels occurs during their weeks 
crossing the Araucanía. As the Araucanía was expansive and still remained an autonomous 
territory, the authors had to request permission to travel through their lands and reside with 
members of Mapuche society. In this instance, an unusual contact zone is forged in that the 
German travelers, who as wealthy Europeans usually would wield the dominant power position, 
are subordinate to the Mapuche people, living at the mercy of their Mapuche hosts. However, 
because the accounts are written from the point of view of these German travelers, it is possible 
to read their writings, “in terms of co-presence, interaction, interlocking understandings and 
practices” and thus, more easily identify these cultural contact zones (Pratt 8-9).  
There are a number of passages from Maas and Ried’s accounts which indicate that their 
mode of travel obligates them to participate in Mapuche customs and to engage in two-way 
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cultural exchanges. Prior to entering the Araucanía, the authors comment of the perceived danger 
of crossing Mapuche-governed lands, advising a colleague of theirs, exclaiming, “¿qué dirían tu 
mujer y tus hijos, si te mataran los indios en el camino?”, revealing the prejudice they hold 
regarding the indigenous peoples of this region. However, their multiple weeks of travel across 
these lands force the authors to enter into close contact with the Mapuche people, to exchange 
goods, to interact and begin to understand the complexities of their culture. For example, after 
being escorted by Mapuche guides across Araucanian territory, the authors are invited to spend a 
few nights with Colipí, a man considered the most powerful Mapuche prince (Maas 69-70).  
During a feast at Colipí’s residence, the authors are obliged to eat in the Mapuche style, eating 
from a communal dish and without the help of fork, even though Colipí is educated in Western 
forms of etiquette (77). While eating, they witness official Mapuche government proceedings, 
which are described as a “espectáculo en verdad interesante”, and which help to dispel their 
assumptions of this culture as being primitive or barbarous. At one point, they overhear a 
conversation regarding the involvement of Mapuche emissaries with the Argentine military and 
political leader, Juan Manuel de Rosas, which draws the travelers’ attention to the far-reaching 
influence and power of the Mapuche people (76).  
If the German travelers were able to pass through this territory by locomotive at a rapid 
pace, they would never have observed the traditions of the Mapuche people and participated in a 
number of cultural exchanges. While Maas and Ried only complete this journey once through the 
Araucanía, their accounts record typical forms of exchange and interaction which travelers 
would experience upon traversing this territory on horseback in order to arrive at the cities of 
southern Chile.69 Thus, the slower pace of travel via horseback obligates the travelers to interact 
                                                 
69 In his article “Travel and Writing”, Michel Butor considers the intricate relationship between reading, writing and 
the act of traveling, discussing the various facets of travel which impact the traveler’s perception of a place. One of 
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with the Mapuche people, creating a contact zone which facilitates significant cultural exchanges 
and interactions. It is important to note that my use of the term “contact zone” differs slightly 
from Pratt’s, in the sense that she characterizes these encounters as marked by violence or 
significant conflict.  Maas and Ried do not have violent interactions with the indigenous 
inhabitants but their encounters do show signs of coercion, as the Mapuche control their every 
move within Araucanian territory and obligate the Germans to surrender goods to Colipí and to 
participate in certain rituals (76-78). The use of threats and intimidation creates, in the words of 
Mary Louise Pratt, in referring to another context, “a highly asymmetrical relation of power” 
between the Mapuche and the German travelers (7).   
Moreover, the German authors’ comments during their expedition to the southern tip of 
Chile highlight another type of contact zone which animal-based travel creates, one between 
humans and the surrounding Andean environment. These interactions with the landscape are 
valuable because they force the traveler to experience the variations of the terrain and climate, 
observe its limitations as well as its unrestrained power. In the 19th century, Andean nation 
builders would work to implement forms of technology which would further exert human 
dominance over the non-human environment in the realm of transportation as well as in other 
fields. Not wanting to be at the mercy of the dynamic and temperamental climate of the Andean 
cordillera, Andean elites, often in conjunction with foreign businessmen, worked to install 
railways as a faster and more reliable form of transport. However, in this transition from animal-
based to mechanized transport, these environmental contact zones were lessened.70  
                                                                                                                                                             
the factors he notes is how the vehicle and its speed affect the quantity of stopping-places, which in turn creates 
more opportunity for contact with “alien” landscapes and peoples (8-12).  
70 However, certainly not all people could afford to travel via locomotive during this time period and thus, still relied 
on former modes of transport and maps of relation.  
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While in some instances Maas and Ried grumble about the hassles of travel via 
horseback, their accounts underscore the value of direct interaction with nature and the impact 
these contact zones have on their attitude towards the non-human environment.71 Prior to 
arriving at Valdivia, Maas describes the process of fording the Toltén River, which he says took 
their group hours to complete. The group is transported one by one across the river via canoe 
pulled by horses, as no bridge had been erected to expedite their crossing. In his account, Maas 
exclaims, “era una sensación rara el atravesar el río así. Parecía que la corriente lo arrastraba a 
uno”, expressing a fear that his horse would get dragged away by the powerful current (86). 
However, this fear is also mixed with a feeling of awe in this passage, as he contemplates the, 
“singular y bonito espectáculo” of crossing this mighty river, “que solo por pocos europeos habrá 
sido atravesado en el transcurso del último siglo” (86).  Due to the failure of both Spanish 
conquerors and Chilean government to permanently colonize this territory, it had remained 
outside of the reach of modernizing impulses, resulting in a lack of infrastructure.  If there had 
been railway traversing this province or even a bridge to cross the Toltén River, the authors 
would not have been forced to pause to observe the natural surroundings nor have been exposed 
to the sheer force of the environment for an extended period of time. Maas and Ried would have 
been able to stay out of the fray and travel over the landscape rather than through it, allowing 
them to maintain a sense of superiority or dominance over the land. Thus, the multiple hours it 
takes the men to cross the river permits the author time to reflect upon the grandeur of the 
Andean environment as well as its unyielding power, which serves as a reminder to the author of 
his vulnerability and insignificance on a global scale. 
                                                 
71 Here I choose to examine just one passage of Maas and Ried’s accounts which exemplify the importance of this 
environmental contact zone but it should be noted that their accounts abound with similar examples.  
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According to Tsing, notions of relentless progress and expansion which have become 
embedded in every facet of our society have fomented an assumption of the possibility of self-
containment and thus, the possibility of ignoring forms of encounter and collaboration with 
others (The Mushroom, 28).  In her discussion of the importance of collaboration with other 
species, she states that, “precarity is a state of acknowledgement of our vulnerability to others. In 
order to survive, we need help” (Tsing, The Mushroom 29). The authors’ travel via horseback 
provides them with constant reminders of their vulnerability and need to depend on and 
collaborate with other people but also, other non-human parts of the environment. The power of 
the Toltén River and the possibility of being swept away by the current call the authors’ attention 
to the unpredictability of nature and the inability of humans to survive without forms of 
collaboration. In the previous passage, the travelers are unable to ford the river on their own and 
must utilize an indigenous canoe, crafted from local oak trees, and collaborate with the horses in 
order to survive the dangerous crossing. Thus, the slower pace of animal-based travel forces the 
expedition into more direct contact with the environment, causing the authors to pause and 
reflect on human’s supposed dominance and to be reminded of their vulnerability and the need 
for collaboration for survival.  
Therefore, as is evident in the accounts of Maas and Ried, travel which relied on animals 
created vital contact zones, where travelers in the Andes were forced into more interactions with 
the dynamic and ever-changing Andean landscape but also with people of diverse racial and 
socioeconomic backgrounds. With the introduction of the railways and locomotives, these 
cultural and environmental contact zones would be reduced, as this new mode of transportation 
would constitute a major leap in speed and mobility, resulting in further distancing of many 
Andean travelers from the environment. Then, as we’ll see in Smith Peck’s text, with the 
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establishment of steam-engine locomotives as the favored, modern method of transportation, 
these animal-powered forms of transport would still persist but would be deemed outdated and 
become more heavily associated with members of the lower class and indigenous residents.  
The Modernizing and Unifying Influence of Andean Railways  
In the mid to late 19th century, Andean officials would attribute the steam-engine 
locomotive with many powers, such as the ability to unite massive expanses of territory and 
people from far reaches of the nation and to propel the nation as a whole into a state of 
modernity. According to Beatriz González-Stephan in Beyond Imagined Communities: Reading 
and Writing the Nation in 19th Century Latin America, public works projects, such as the 
construction of railroads, bridges and telegraphs, formed part of the same overarching process as 
literary works, as “an important means of staking claim to a place in ‘Western civilization’ (238). 
Thousands of newspaper articles and photographs can be found in the Chilean and Bolivian 
national archives on the subject of railways and transportation, indicative of the local elite’s 
fixation on or obsession with these symbols of modernity.72 As stated previously, without the 
introduction of the steam engine, the primary products upon which Latin America’s entrance into 
modernity relied could not be distributed globally and would waste away (Miller 139). As will be 
evident in the examples which follow, photographs and newspaper articles on the topic imbued 
these new forms of technology with the power to consolidate the nation and incorporate it fluidly 
into global circuits of exchange, even despite major obstacles of labor shortages, indigenous 
uprisings and significant national debt following the wars of independence (Larson 213-214).   
                                                 
72 I would like to thank the Department of Spanish and Portuguese who granted me a summer fellowship to conduct 
research in the Bolivian National Archive in Sucre during the summer of 2017, which permitted me to collect a large 
quantity of archival materials which have been essential to the completion of this investigation. 
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In this section, instead of considering the direct environmental impact of fossil-fuel 
transportation on the Andean landscape, which has received substantial attention already from 
environmental scholars, here I question the totalizing effect of the application of mechanized 
modes of transportation, an assumption perpetuated by some Latin American ecocritics. For 
example, according to Barbas Rhoden in her discussion of 19th century Argentina, the 
construction of infrastructure projects facilitated the expansion of the capitalist frontier in South 
America, which she describes as having swept from major port cities outward, across large 
swaths of territory (52). While she does acknowledge that, as the capitalist frontier expanded 
significant cultural collaboration and violent conflict occurred, her discussion of the 
environmental effect suggests that the introduction of railways resulted in, “catastrophic 
transformation” of entire territories (Barbas Rhoden 21, 54).  Certainly, the construction of 
railways marked a major shift in human relations with the environment in the Andes, as 
increased mobility and speed distanced the traveler from the landscape, and as mechanized 
transport allowed for the extraction of primary products on a massive scale. However, I argue 
here that it should not be assumed that all spaces were transformed in this catastrophic manner 
and that it is necessary to gain a more nuanced perspective of the effect of railway transit on the 
Andean landscape.   
First, I begin with a brief discussion of the supposed power of modern transportation to 
consolidate these nations, by examining a few images from Chilean photography collections. An 
analysis of a sample of photographs from the collection of the Museo Histórico Nacional de 
Chile highlights the power of photography to construct an image of the nation which turns the 
audience’s attention towards the future, fomenting a sense of limitless potential which will 
engulf the entire nation. This will be followed by an investigation of a selection of newspaper 
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articles which underscores that, despite the attempts of the Andean elite to imbue this mode of 
transport with the power to unite the nation and obliterate traditional or antiquated modes of 
transport, in reality railways only resulted in spatial hierarchies, connecting pockets of wealth 
throughout the country. This is particularly significant for environmental reasons, as these spatial 
hierarchies made possible the persistence of alternative modes of transportation, which better 
maintained these valuable cultural and environmental contact zones.  
Many photographs taken of locomotives and railway infrastructure during the latter half 
of the 19th century were successful in making the impact of these projects seem all-
encompassing, as uniting the entire nation and with the rest of the modern world.73  According to 
Rose, in order to analyze an image, it is necessary to consider the various layers of meaning 
expressed through aspects of its composition as well as its sites of production and circulation 
(24-25). Through an analysis of these photographs, it is evident that both the composition and 
circulation of these photographs helped to amplify the impact of these projects in constructing 
the nation with a focus on the future and innovation.  For example, one image that exemplifies 
the ability of photography to found the nation with an emphasis on sweeping progress and 
innovation is a portrait entitled Puente sobre el río Maule taken circa 1885 by an anonymous 
photographer upon the completion of the bridge (figure 1).  
                                                 
73 The photographs I examine here come from the Catálogo Fotografía Patrimonial compiled by the Museo 
Histórico Nacional de Chile. This collection includes a large quantity of photographs from the 19th and 20th centuries 
and are organized by subject, ranging from geography to religion. The photographs referenced here come from the 




Figure 1. Puente sobre el río Maule (1885) by anonymous photographer. Courtesy of the 
Catálogo Fotografía Patrimonial. In the public domain. 
The construction of the bridge was funded by the Chilean government in order to connect the 
agricultural zones of the south to important coastal ports in order to stimulate the export of 
certain crops. First, the close proximity from which the photograph was taken results in the 
opening of the bridge occupying a majority of the frame, dominating the landscape which barely 
appears between the obelisks and the frame of the bridge. The untamed landscape, which perhaps 
characterized earlier depictions of Chile, has been conquered or overcome in this image by 
technological innovation.   
Additionally, the angle from which the photograph was taken, straight on through the 
arches of the bridge, creates a feeling of endlessness or infinite expansion. The eye is naturally 
drawn to the center, to the tracks which continue into the horizon, indicating the far-reaching 
transformative power of the locomotive. In this case, as the train tracks and bridge were 
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constructed with the intention of facilitate the export of goods, the photograph suggests 
boundless agricultural production and economic growth. Finally, two obelisks frame the 
photograph, which can be read as markers of civilization, signaling Chile’s entrance into 
modernity and the unlimited potential which has swept the entire territory. Though obelisks can 
be traced back to ancient Egypt and their meaning has evolved and changed with time and 
historical context, in 19th century Western societies they served as cultural symbols of societal 
advancement, unstoppable growth and of triumph (Curran et al. 8). Therefore, they can be read 
here as Chile’s triumph over the difficulties of the Andean landscape and having attained a state 
of modernity. The combined effect of the angle, proportion and the objects presented in the 
photograph convey the notion that Chile has overcome the obstacles of the landscape and has 
been propelled into a future of unbridled capitalist expansion and export of goods. Furthermore, 
the two men standing next to the obelisk on the right side of the image reinforce the notion of the 
power of human knowledge to dominate and subdue the natural world. As the two men are 
clearly well-dressed, it can be presumed that they are likely the engineers of the project, proudly 
posing in front of their creation, an impressive engineering feat which has succeeded in taming 
the once wild Chilean landscape, specifically the river. While the two men occupy a relatively 
small portion of the image, their small size, in contrast with the large and seemingly never-
ending bridge, serves to emphasize the ability of modern society to transform the environment on 
major scale.    
Another image from the National History Museum collection, also by an anonymous 
author, entitled Locomotora cruzando puente ferroviario Arquirin, was taken in the first decade 
of the 20th century and captures the transformation of rural Chile and its incorporation into 




Figure 2. Locomotora cruzando puente ferroviario Arquirín (1910) by anonymous photographer. 
Courtesy of Catalogo Fotografía Patrimonial. In the public domain. 
As Graciela Montaldo rightly points out, modernity is a force which attempts to colonize 
everything outside the realm of the “modern” (153-154). However, she explains that this 
colonization is not limited to a spatial realm and that the link between modernity and territorial 
conquest “has a very precise temporality: always moving toward the future” (153-154). In this 
photograph, both the spatial and temporal aspects of modernity and conquest can be observed.  
The eye of the viewer is automatically drawn again to the center of the photograph, where two 
opposing objects or figures face each other: a man on horseback and a train. The positioning of 
these figures in opposition suggests an incompatibility or the notion that they are at odds with 
each other.  As the train is positioned above the horse and occupies a larger portion of the 
photograph, it implies the dominance or conquest of modernizing forces over traditional modes 
of transport. The photograph also highlights the temporal aspect of the forces of modernity in the 
way movement is depicted. The train traverses the landscape easily whereas the man on 
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horseback must ford the river, once again highlighting the conquest of the landscape by 
modernizing forces.  
The movement of the train, suggested by the black smoke billowing from its smokestack, 
highlights the temporality of modernity, as marked by accelerated change and forward 
movement which is sweeping the entire length of the Chilean territory. In contrast, the 
photograph depicts the man on horseback as still or lacking movement, as shown by the water 
surrounding him which has no ripples and appears nearly stagnant. However, it is worth noting 
that the presence of the man on horseback (an antiquated mode of transportation) in the 
photograph represents, albeit unintentionally, a resistance to modernity. In this sense, the 
photograph represents two conflictive views of modernity by including the figure of the man on 
horseback. Overall, these photographs do not merely capture a change in the modes of transport 
employed in the region but rather, they functioned as important symbols of progress and 
modernity, holding a certain transformative power to conquer modes of being of the past and 
propel the nation forward. For that reason, photography was another important medium 
employed in the foundation of the nation that conformed to a temporal manipulation of extreme 
emphasis on futurity and conquest or erasure of the past. Finally, while it is unclear how 
extensively these images circulated, the photographs served to amplify the influence of public 
works and projects of modernization by widening the audience beyond the physical place of the 
projects to other parts of Chile and perhaps beyond.  
Photographs were just one cultural form utilized by governing Andean elites as a tool to 
persuade the public of the supremacy of transportation via locomotive. In the republican era, the 
greatest preoccupation of the press with regards to questions of space was the territorial integrity 
of the Bolivian nation (Unzueta 59). Newspaper articles from the second half of the 19th century 
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abound with proposals for railway projects and transcriptions of inauguration speeches given by 
local officials, most of which include some sort of patriotic rhetoric which lauds the 
locomotive’s ability to connect the most extreme corners of the nation. For instance, on August 
6th of 1874, a trial run of a newly installed steam engine in the mining town of Caracoles, 
Bolivia, served as the center of a celebration marking the fiftieth anniversary of the Battle of 
Junín and the subsequent independence.  At this event, the president of the municipality, Doctor 
José Vicente Moscoso, gave a speech, praising the benefits of this modern form of transport, 
declaring, “el ferrocarril se presenta en nuestras puertas, mostrando a toda la patria los destinos 
que Dios la señaló” (“Ferrocarril” 2, emphasis mine). 74 The president continued his speech by 
saying the misery and discord which had defined the early years of the republic was long gone, 
proclaiming, “ya encontramos la tabla de salvación, y vemos abrirse los horizontes latos de la 
prosperidad” (“Ferrocarril” 2, emphasis mine).  The language used by Doctor Moscoso again 
accentuates the fact that the benefits provided by the construction of this railway will be far-
reaching, exulting the broad horizons of prosperity that would soon be observed and enjoyed by 
all members of the nation.  
However, as the railways were frequently funded by foreign companies with interests in 
exploiting the raw materials of the Andean landscape, and as the government officials who 
approved these projects were often wealthy landed elites, the election of the routes of the 
railways was motivated by economic interests of a narrow sector of the population rather than 
the public good and fostering national unity. Perhaps unsurprisingly then, a closer examination 
of newspaper articles from the time period actually reveals that the promises of the railways 
                                                 
74 El caracolino was published in Antofagasta from 1872 to 1879 twice a week, on Tuesdays and Fridays, and was 
the first newspaper ever published from this port city. In total, 412 issues were published and it ended in 1879 with 
the Chilean invasion of Antofagasta at the start of the War of the Pacific (Ocampo Moscoso 198). It is unclear how 
widely it circulated.  
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bringing unity and serving as a blanket modernizing force were far from the reality, 
demonstrating that the connectivity they created was patchy at best.  This is especially true in the 
case of Bolivia, which was much slower to construct extensive railway lines throughout its 
territory due to economic troubles and an extremely difficult terrain, which inhibited the 
transport of much needed timber and steel, which was required for construction of rail lines 
(Blakemore 6-7). While in the first half of the 19th century the opinions expressed in these 
newspapers were controlled by the government of the time, in the later decades of the century the 
newspapers begin to present dissident voices and the perspectives citizens of distinct parts of the 
country which previously had been underrepresented in the press (Unzueta 62).75 The opening up 
of the press to include differing points of view gave way to public critiques of proposed public 
works projects, exposing the competing interests that truly determined the course of the railways 
in Bolivia.  
 For example, the newspaper La reforma published in La Paz, Bolivia in the 1870s and 
1880s offers numerous indications that roads and railways were built according to the 
commercial needs of wealthy hacienda owners, mining oligarchs and foreign companies.76 In one 
article from 1873, an anonymous author criticizes the process for electing the route of a new 
railway to be installed which would join the Yungas to La Paz, stating that the process reveals 
the, “tendencia egoísta y exajerada que está encarnada en el país”.  The author continues, 
explaining that the announcement of the project aroused, “las ambiciosas esperanzas de muchos 
propietarios de que pase delante de sus haciendas y se anteponga el bienestar general a sus 
intereses” (“Ferrocarril de Yungas en Proyecto” 1, emphasis mine). It is evident that while these 
                                                 
75 It should be noted that, while a greater variety of opinions were published in these newspapers, this is not to say 
that it included the voices of the indigenous peasants, which Unzueta points out were still heavily excluded from 
these publications (45).  
76 La reforma was published weekly from 1871 until 1878 in La Paz and was originally edited by Cesar Sevilla but 
then was passed on to various other editors during its seven years of circulation (Ocampo Moscoso 174).    
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projects were often celebrated for the widespread public good they would bring, they frequently 
disregarded the opinions of small land holders and laborers, instead serving the economic 
interests of wealthy hacienda owners to guide the construction of the railways in the region. In 
this sense, the earliest railways constructed in Bolivia resulted in a map which delineated the 
points of greatest wealth and the ports which would facilitate the distribution of these profitable 
resources globally.   
Another project that was heavily debated in newspaper articles in the early 1870s was 
whether to develop a main artery of transportation joining the cities of the center of the nation 
(such as La Paz and Cochabamba) with a port on the Pacific coast or to an eastern port in 
Argentine territory. The majority of articles published on the subject suggest an inclination for 
constructing the railway line to the west, despite the extreme change in altitude and the difficult 
terrain of the Andean cordillera. The arguments made for the western route indicate the election 
of transportation lines relied heavily on a spatial hierarchy which prioritized the capitalist 
exchange of goods above other forms of exchange or alternative uses of transportation. In an 
1873 article of La reforma, an anonymous author discusses the importance and national character 
of the proposal for a railway joining La Paz to the mining towns of the Litoral province and then 
to the coastal ports.  The author of the column purports that, “nuestra salida natural está al 
occidente, vía más corta para los centros poblados del país […] atravesando un territorio 
abundante en riquezas minerales y teniendo por termino el fondeadero mejor del Pacífico” 
(“Ferrocarril a Caracoles” 1, emphasis mine). The author argues for a route which facilitates the 
capitalist exchange of the maximum amount of wealth, despite political desires to defend the 
eastern territories of the nation from Brazilian incursions. The presence of guano, nitrates and 
other mines in the western highlands and along the coast excited foreign investors, persuading 
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them of the profitability of constructing lines to the Pacific.77 Thus, territories deemed less 
economically significant, lacking in mineral or major agricultural wealth, would not warrant the 
construction of railways or even well-maintained roads.   
However, some commentators warned of the potential economic risk associated with 
choosing transportation routes centered around non-renewable resources, especially the mining 
industry. In the spring of 1873, an anonymous Bolivian citizen writes in to the newspaper El 
caracolino offering a word of caution against altering the course of the railway and lengthening 
it to pass through the mining town of Caracoles. The author argues that, “la vida de la minería, 
como lo es finita, la base elejida para servir de cimiento a intereses de un orden permanente 
carecería de solidez y haría por consiguiente peligrar el edificio” (“Las vías de comunicación” 
2). The author’s comments demonstrate some of the public’s concern with the tendency in 
Bolivia to construct railroads to serve private mining interests above all other societal factors, 
especially as historically Bolivians had seen many mines be depleted, leaving surrounding 
mining towns deserted. While the proposal for the route through Caracoles ultimately failed, 
mining interests still won out and a line was built connecting Antofagasta with the Bolivian 
interior (Bravo Quezada 56-57). In this sense, modernization of transportation conformed to a 
spatial hierarchy which prioritized the needs of the mining oligarchs and the Creole land-owning 
class.  
An article in El comercio of La Paz in 1878 also underscores how the less economically 
profitable zones of Bolivia were abandoned, specifically describing the cases of the departments 
                                                 
77 In the late 1870s and the decades that followed, more attention would be given to the eastern half of the country 
following the rubber boom of 1879, eventually leading to the development of more reliable transportation lines in 
this region of Bolivia (Larson 213-214). 
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of Tarija and Beni.78 The anonymous author of this column laments how these departments’ 
needs and interests, “no siempre encuentran representación y eco suficientes en el centro donde 
se deciden los negocios públicos” (“Departamentos lejanos” 1).  Beyond the remoteness of these 
departments, this lack of government involvement and investment can be attributed to economic 
insignificance of these territories, which at the time were not major producers of valuable 
agricultural products or mining centers. This is evident in the way the author attempts to 
persuade the audience of the need to invest funds into the infrastructure of these departments. 
First, the author formulates his argument around the need to protect these peripheral spaces from 
foreign intervention, calling for the government to pay, “seria y constante atención, no solo 
proveyendo a las cuestiones de actualidad que se hallan en la tela de deliberación” 
(“Departamentos lejanos” 1). Here the author refers to the looming conflict with Chile and Perú 
which would erupt into the War of the Pacific in the following year but he also expresses 
concern over other borderlands being usurped by other neighboring nations.79  
Then the author highlights the benefits of establishing connections with the people of 
these regions, as it would allow for the transmission of virtues and positive qualities which 
would strengthen the nation. For example, he lauds the citizens of the region of Tarija, stating 
that their “amor al trabajo, moralidad, bravura […] hacen conspicua la figura de ese benemérito 
departamento” (“Departamentos lejanos” 1). The author notably does not mention the economic 
draw of these territories but rather focuses on other political and social factors which he hopes 
                                                 
78 El comercio was published triweekly in La Paz from 1878 until 1905. It was founded by the editor of La reforma, 
César Sevilla. Once La reforma stopped running, Sevilla established El comercio, which became a well-known, 
circulating nationally and outside of Bolivia (although it is not documented how widely it was disseminated).  It 
enjoyed a much longer circulation than many Bolivian newspapers of the time period (Ocampo Moscoso 196-197). 
Tarija is located in the southern part of Bolivia, near the border with Argentina, and the Beni region is located in the 
far north of the country, in the Amazonian basin.  
79 The War of the Pacific was a conflict involving Bolivia, Chile and Peru over valuable disputed territory in the 
Atacama desert, which resulted in the Chilean annexation of the territory, which was rich in mineral resources, 
specifically sodium nitrate.   
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would convince the government of the importance of developing transportation to and from these 
regions. In newspapers of the time period, the most common method of arguing for the 
construction was based on the economic prosperity it would bring to Bolivia and thus, the 
absence of a discussion of economic factors suggests that these geographic zones were less 
economically significant. Perhaps unsurprisingly then, railways would not be introduced in these 
areas until the 1920s and 30s and thus, these territories continued to rely on transportation via 
pack animal.  
So, although the Bolivian elites often touted the societal benefits of the construction of 
railways, as opening communication lines between peoples of diverse zones of the nation and 
fomenting a sense of unity, railways were ultimately established according to the preference of 
the wealthy Bolivian elite, connecting pockets of land rich in minerals and other primary 
products with coastal ports. Undoubtedly, the regions in which railways were constructed 
resulted in substantial alterations to Andean ecosystems as well as to the way in which humans 
interacted with the landscape. In her discussion of the ecological changes of the late 19th century, 
Barbas-Rhoden states that the rapid transformation of the global economy during this time period 
resulted in, “new mentalities and patterns of consumption that displaced local knowledge 
systems that once provided protection against resource depletion” (21). Here, it is important to 
emphasize Barbas-Rhoden’s choice to use the word “displace” rather than “erase”, signaling that 
local knowledge systems were not entirely eliminated during this time period. Although the 
expansion of capitalist frontiers was a force to be reckoned with, many spaces outside the reach 
of the railways which had been deemed insignificant or unproductive remained unaltered and 
continued relying on traditional or pre-existing modes of transport. The spatial hierarchy upon 
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which the construction of railways depended allowed for the persistence of modes of transport 
which had been deemed antiquated or primitive.  
Certainly, it is not difficult to identify the fact that railways did not result in blanket 
modernization of entire territories but rather, had an impact limited to the spaces of economic 
significance and the corridors which connected those spaces. However, Anna Tsing has 
advocated for the “art of noticing”, of striving to look beyond spaces of progress and innovation 
and to perceive other life processes which march to a different beat.  According to Tsing, since 
the 19th century, progress has become deeply embedded in assumptions of what it means to be 
human, a defining characteristic which separates humans from other species (The Mushroom 20-
21). However, she emphasizes that this is merely an assumption and argues that, “without that 
driving beat [of progress], we might notice other temporal patterns”, which can help us to 
observe and identify other rhythms interwoven into the landscape (21). Thus, it is a valuable 
environmental practice to explore spaces deemed unimportant in the drive for progress, for it is 
there where it may be possible to identify alternative modes of interaction with the environment. 
In order to begin to examine these alternatives, it is necessary to turn from newspapers, which 
focus principally on the driving beat of progress, and consider transportation from a different 
angle, from the perspective of an outsider. One of the travel accounts written by American 
mountain climber Annie Smith Peck offers just that.  
Tracing Webs of Exchange: Andean Modes of Transport in the 20th Century 
In the foreword to her first book, A Search for the Apex: High Mountain Climbing in 
Peru and Bolivia Including the Conquest of Huascaran, with Some Observations on the Country 
and People Below (1911), the American author and adventurer Annie Smith Peck offers an 
explanation for attempting to summit some of the world’s tallest peaks, citing the “delightful 
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exercise”, the “exhilarating atmosphere” and the “charms of the varying vistas” as her primary 
motives (ix).80  However, the intentions of many mountain climbers in the early 20th century 
often surpassed the mere pleasure and adventure of the activity, as these forms of exploration 
often had scientific, economic and political objectives as well. Tucked away towards the end of 
her foreword, Smith Peck reveals her ulterior motives, stating, “I have been inspired to hope that 
by drawing attention to the magnificent scenery of the Andes and to other matters observed in 
my travel, I might augment the awakening interest in our sister Republics beyond the Equator, 
thus helping to promote travel, commerce and trade between the two sections, and the 
construction of the Pan-American railway” (xi).  Thus, from the start, Smith Peck’s book is 
marked by a discourse of neoimperialism, and therefore, unsurprisingly reproduces typical 
binaries of modernity and primitivity, designating certain spaces portrayed in her narrative as 
isolated and backwards. However, a careful examination of the transportation of people and 
goods, especially food products, as represented in Smith Peck’s text and photographs actually 
reveals other complex webs of interaction which persist outside the realm or on the periphery of 
what is deemed “modern”.  Identifying these webs of exchange is important for the 
deconstruction of problematic binaries, which then allows us to better recognize alternative 
modes of being which could prove to be less exploitative and more aware of the environment’s 
limits.   
 As discussed in the chapter on Andean foodways, scholars have maintained that the genre 
of travel writing was essential to the success of imperial and neo-imperial economic and political 
projects for over two centuries, in that, “they created a sense of curiosity, excitement, adventure 
and even moral fervor about expansionism”, making it, “meaningful and desirable to the 
                                                 
80 Smith Peck was one of the first female undergraduate students from the University of Michigan. Following her 
graduation, she traveled the world and gave a number of international lectures. She also wrote four books, all of 
which examine various facets of life in South America during the first decades of the 20th century (Kimberley ix-x) 
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citizenries of the imperial countries” (Pratt 3). At first glance, Smith Peck’s account does not 
appear to be an epistemological tool to promote expansionism, in the sense that it does not 
explicitly discuss economic or political matters. The content of her book centers on her 
endeavors as a high mountain climber, seeming to lend more attention to individual achievement 
and geographical challenges specific to mountaineering. However, her travel journal has 
undoubtedly provoked amongst her readers this sense of curiosity and adventure which Pratt 
states was key to neo-imperial expansion. Furthermore, according to Reuben Ellis in his book 
Vertical Margins: Mountaineering and the Landscapes of Neoimperialism, the exploration 
writing around the turn of the twentieth century tended to conform to a format put forth by the 
Royal Geographical Society which encouraged a style that addressed strategic concerns of 
“consolidating and maintaining empire” (14). Certainly, Smith Peck’s book goes beyond a 
simple narrative of sport and achievement and should therefore be considered a powerful 
epistemological tool which allows the author to craft and articulate an image of these foreign 
lands that foments an American expansionist discourse.  
 Smith Peck’s book tells of her travels in both Bolivia and Perú between the years of 1903 
and 1908, recounting her numerous failed attempts at summiting Mount Illampu and her 
successful ascent of Mount Huascaran. For the purposes of this investigation, I limit my analysis 
to the first half of her three-hundred-page book, focusing on how the author’s representation of 
the Bolivian Andes strives to demarcate certain spaces as primitive, as a form of justification of 
Yankee investment and exploitation. In the section on Bolivia, she includes about twenty-five 
photographs, most of which capture her attempts to summit Mount Illampu rather than life in 
Bolivia.  While the passages which describe her climbs on the mountain are void of discussions 
of potential economic investments, the lengthy descriptions of her journeys between La Paz and 
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Illampu and the few photos which accompany them frequently evaluate and depict the spaces 
which she inhabits or passes through as either modern or primitive.   
As Graciela Montaldo rightly points out, the term modernity is linked to notions of 
conquest and expansion, as a force which attempts to colonize everything outside the realm of 
the “modern” (153-154). In her discussion of the multiple complex meanings and uses of the 
term “modernity”, she cites Christopher Prendergast, who understands the term as “the symbolic 
and cultural processes that accompany capitalist development and imperial expansion” 
(Montaldo 154). However, as Marcia Stephenson astutely points out in Gender and Modernity in 
Andean Bolivia, the boundary line to cross in order to become modern, “is precarious and subject 
to reconfiguration or even erasure” (7). She explains that this fluidity results in a major anxiety 
in the criollo imaginary, splitting the hegemonic desire between the, “desire to incorporate the 
other and the desire to maintain the self inviolate” (Stephenson 7). Yet, as Smith Peck is a 
foreigner, she lacks the same desire to acculturate or incorporate the indigenous Other into 
Bolivian society that the ruling criollo elites possessed. Thus, while the threshold into modernity 
is undeniably precarious and unstable, Smith Peck, as an outsider, is able to more easily maintain 
a clear-cut notion of modernity which designates those spaces which are integrated into capitalist 
exchange of commodities as modern. By mapping Bolivia in this oversimplified manner, Smith 
Peck erases or obscures the dynamic webs of interaction and exchange already in place on a local 
or regional level, as they aren’t seen as forming a part of world commodity markets.  
 To begin, it is necessary to examine how Smith Peck attempts to maintain this 
modern/primitive division in her depictions of Bolivia, both visually and textually.  The only 
space in Bolivia which the author deems as somewhat modern is the city center of La Paz, the 
space she inhabits between attempts at summiting Illampu.  Upon her arrival to La Paz for the 
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first time, she describes her stay at Hotel Guibert where she makes preparations for her first 
climb.  The author remarks that, “persons that would have supposed that, in this remote country, 
life must be barbarous, would be astonished at the elaborateness of our entertainment” (Smith 
Peck 31).  During her first days in La Paz she interacts with various foreign dignitaries and 
enjoys a number of lavish meals. While it does not possess all the luxuries of cities in the U.S., 
she identifies a number of markers or indicators of modernity in the city of La Paz, especially 
drawing attention the presence of certain forms of transportation and the relatively constant 
availability of foreign goods. She praises the comfort of the locomotive, which connects La Paz 
to the more frequented cities of Perú, as well as the paved streets of the capital (26, 36).  
Furthermore, as Smith Peck recounts the many luncheons and dinners she attends with foreign 
officials and businessmen, she celebrates the availability of fine wines and the chef’s ability to 
provide “dishes similar to what we might have at home”, thanks to the import of foreign food 
products via train (31).  Although she does comment that imported goods are limited, she states 
that importations are increasing daily (Smith Peck 32).  Thus, upon identifying certain products 
and forms of transportation, which signify connection with the developed world, she deems La 
Paz as adequately modern, indicating its suitability for other American entrepreneurs and 
travelers.  
Smith Peck and her party depart the city of La Paz and her description of this departure 
clearly demarcates the division of spaces of modernity and primitivity.  She contrasts the image 
of modernity in La Paz with the space of the puna of Bolivia, which is portrayed as isolated and 
uninhabitable. As they begin to traverse the puna, Smith Peck states that, “here we leave behind 
almost all traces of not only civilization but of life” (38). Here, alongside the text, she includes a 




Figure 3: League Post, Alto above La Paz, Bolivian Cordillera (1911) by Annie Smith Peck. 
Credit: Harvard University. In the public domain. 
Although just past the league post in the photo is the ridge of the basin which holds the city of La 
Paz, the photo is taken at an angle and a distance such that one cannot see any signs of 
civilization, emphasizing the expanse of the puna and a feeling of desolation. The reader’s eye is 
drawn to the league post, which sticks out higher than even Mount Illimani, which is often the 
focal point of photos of La Paz.  The angle from which the photo is taken amplifies the size of 
the league post, suggesting that the puna is a barren and uninhabitable space that is so vast that it 
requires gigantic markers visible from a great distance to signal the presence of civilization.  
Furthermore, in the foreground the eye is drawn to the rocks which lay scattered across the 
ground, emphasizing the lack of paved road or trail on which to traverse the puna, which 
contrasts greatly with the textual descriptions of La Paz just one page prior. This is just one of a 
number of images which expresses a feeling of remoteness and disconnection from the rest of the 
world. In her written commentary, she states that the brown rolling hills of the puna show “no 
signs of cultivation” and notes how, as they cross this large swath of territory, “not even a village 
nor a hut do we pass for hours” (38). Her frequent and repeated commentary on the isolation and 
lack of life on the plateau to the west of La Paz reinforce a binary division of spaces of 
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modernity, defined by elements of development and integration into capitalist circuits of 
exchange, and primitivity. 
 Within the field of ecocriticism, as scholars have identified capitalism and 
colonial/neocolonial relations as a primary sources of environmental degradation, more attention 
has been given to the study of other modes of dwelling with the land that have persisted at the 
local or regional level .81 As ecocritics search for alternative cosmologies and behaviors which 
may prove less exploitative and degradative, it is essential to investigate these other modes of 
being in a way which does not assume that their sustainability lies in their simplicity.82  In 
Ecocritical Explorations in Literary and Cultural Studies: Fences, Boundaries and Fields, 
Patrick Murphy argues for a concept known as “the complexity of the simple” (20).  According 
to Murphy, lifestyles that are seemingly simple and thus, more sustainable, actually rely on a 
complex set of interactions of interdependence and mutual aid (21). By reading beyond the 
dichotomy that Smith Peck tries to impose upon the Bolivian Andes, it is possible to observe 
other dynamic webs of interaction and exchange which exist outside or on the periphery of the 
supposedly dominant modes of capitalist circulation. It is important to note that these systems of 
exchange do not exist and function entirely separately but rather, intersect and overlap at times. 
These other webs of interaction and transport merit investigation as they can help us to better 
understand alternative ways of perceiving and interacting with the environment, which could 
prove valuable in the development of more sustainable attitudes and in combating the 
detrimental practices which are dominant.  
                                                 
81
 For example, see Jennifer French’s article “Voices in the Wilderness” which cites the “emergence of the modern, 
Western, capitalist subject” as a primary cause of a major ecological revolution (161-162). See also The Ecological 
Rift: Capitalism’s War on the Earth (2010) by John Bellamy Foster, Brett Clark and Richard York for an in-depth 
discussion of the impact of capitalism on environmental relations.   




Thus, a careful reading of Smith Peck’s textual and photographic depictions of life during 
her travels across the Bolivian Andes reveals that the local systems of exchange and circulation 
of goods are quite complex. When referring to the sites at which an image’s meaning is made, 
Rose discusses the agency of images and the relationship between image and text.  While an 
image may reflect or uphold the meanings made in a text, an image also has the potential to be a 
“site of resistance and recalcitrance” (Rose 21).  So, although in some instances in Smith Peck’s 
book the image or images which accompany the text reinforce each other in portraying a sense of 
isolation and primitivity, in others, the image and text actually conflict in the message they 
transmit to the reader, subtly exposing the existence of a complex set of practices which actually 
negate this notion of isolation. Returning to Smith Peck’s description of her trek across the 
Bolivian puna, after a long commentary on the austere landscape, she mentions her encounter 
with some travelers crossing the plateau. Here she includes an image alongside her text, one of a 
large herd of llamas on the puna (figure 4).  
 




From the standpoint of the American reader with little knowledge of the Andean region, these 
images could likely be interpreted as affirmation of the uncivilized and savage state that Smith 
Peck depicts textually. At first glance, the multitude and disorganization of the herd of llamas, 
which nearly fills the image, suggests that these llamas might be wild animals roaming the 
plains. The absence of a person herding the llamas in the photograph also reinforces this notion 
of the llamas being undomesticated or untamed.   
However, certain details of the photograph as well as the accompanying text on the next 
page offer the reader clues of how to interpret it, signaling the role of the llama in the transport of 
goods. The photograph emphasizes the movement and directionality of the llamas, as the image 
captures the legs of the llamas in motion, all moving in the same direction. Furthermore, upon 
closer inspection, it is evident that many of the llamas carry packs on their backs, indicating that 
they are not wild but rather, beasts of burden.  Even though the author admires the llamas as 
being “graceful” and “dignified” creatures, she quickly criticizes their use as a method of 
transportation, citing their stubbornness and their slow speed as reasons for their inadequacy for 
the transport of goods (Smith Peck 39). Although this refutes the idea of isolation the author 
initially puts forth, in doing so, she continues to reinforce this sense of remoteness and highlights 
the need for the introduction of additional “modern” forms of transport in order for the country to 
more properly integrated into capitalist circuits of exchange.83 Chapters later in the text during 
her second trip to Bolivia, Smith Peck learns about and explains the important role of llamas in 
Bolivian culture, as essential to the transport of a number of products from the country’s diverse 
                                                 
83
 In Smith Peck’s later book Industrial and Commercial South America, she emphasizes more strongly the need for 
the development of additional railways and roads, as her motives are more clearly economic as she explains to 
potential investors ways to tap Bolivia’s mineral wealth as well as other natural resources.  
135 
 
ecological zones as well as providing a main source of fuel, taquia or dried llama feces (66).84  
Thus, ultimately, her text refutes the notion of primitivity that she tries to capture in her earlier 
photographs and descriptions, demonstrating how the Bolivian people have adeptly created a 
regional web of exchange and have molded their lifestyles according to the limits of the 
landscape.  
 The journey to cross the puna to arrive at the base of Mount Illampu takes Smith Peck 
and her party a few days, requiring them to stay at local tambos or inns along the way (figure 5).  
 
Figure 5: Tambo, Cocuta (1911) by Annie Smith Peck. Courtesy of Harvard University. In the 
public domain. 
The photograph of the Bolivian tambo has the potential to be read in very distinct forms. As 
Rose explains, one image can possess various layers of meaning as, “particular audiences of an 
image will bring their own interpretations to bear on its meaning and effect” (19). Therefore, it is 
                                                 
84 Marcia Stephenson has done extensive research on the subject of Andean camelids, underscoring the importance 
of the llama in Andean indigenous cosmology and cultural practices. On the significance of llamas in Andean 
culture and forms of knowledge production, see Marcia Stephenson’s work on the subject, specifically her article, 
“From Marvelous Antidote to the Poison of Idolatry: The Transatlantic Role of Andean Bezoar Stones during the 
Late Sixteenth and Early Seventeenth Centuries” and her forthcoming book Natural and Unnatural Histories of 
Andean Camelids (Llamas and Alpacas) in the Transoceanic World: 1568-1970. 
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essential to consider the site of production of the photographs as well as the site of audiencing of 
the image to understand the layers of meaning the images convey (Rose 27-28).  From an 
American perspective on the site of audiencing, the image most likely suggests a feeling of 
remoteness and the tambo is most likely perceived as a space of refuge from the harshness of the 
Bolivian plateau. On the left side of the photograph, the viewer can see the surrounding 
landscape, once again a desolate landscape as indicated by the lack of plants, the rocky ground 
and the mountain peaks looming in the background. Additionally, the walls of adobe or clay and 
the thatched roof suggest that the structure is a simple abode, unremarkable or insignificant in the 
eyes of the reader.  
However, the description of the author’s stay at multiple tambos reveals the importance 
of these seemingly simple structures to the circulation of goods throughout Bolivia.  Smith Peck 
describes arriving to the tambo before nightfall and being served a three-course meal.  She 
expresses her shock and delight upon receiving such a nice meal, stating that it, “was better than 
might have been expected from our surroundings; first, a palatable soup with noodles, next 
beefsteak with a fried egg placed on top, bread, and lastly a cup of tea” (Smith Peck 39).  
Although she is surprised, she does not pause to ponder or question where the food was 
produced, oblivious to the complexities of Andean foodways. However, if read from a Bolivian 
perspective, this image of the tambo and the accompanying text can be understood as an 
important site of junction for travelers, uniting the various regions of the country. While the 
harsh environment of the puna poses a challenge to its inhabitants, Andean peoples have learned 
to harness the diversity of the landscape and tambos have served for centuries as important sites 
for the interchange of information, foodstuffs and other goods.85 Certainly the foods provided to 
                                                 
85
 The importance of tambos in Andean society can be traced back prior to the conquest and a number of early 
Spanish chroniclers, like Juan de Betanzos (Suma y narración de los Incas c.1551), Pedro Cieza de León (Crónica 
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Smith Peck at the tambo were not grown on the puna and had to have come from elsewhere. 
Thus, although the puna region may be sparsely populated and the towns may not be connected 
by paved roads or railways, a close reading of the text demonstrates that the space of the tambo 
is significant in forming a web of circulation between different ecological zones of the country 
and beyond.   
Perhaps the passage which offers us the best insight into the networks of exchange is the 
scene of the local market in La Paz. In her preparation for her second attempt at ascending 
Mount Illampu, Smith Peck spends a few days in La Paz gathering the goods and materials 
necessary for her next trek (see fig. 6). 
 
Figure 6: Market Place, La Paz (1911) by Annie Smith Peck. Courtesy of Harvard University. In 
the public domain. 
                                                                                                                                                             
del Peru, 1553), and Alonso Carrió de la Vandera (El lazarillo de ciegos caminantes, 1773) note the cultural 
significance of these places as places of social encounter.  
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This photograph contrasts greatly with the previous images analyzed in that it was taken within 
the city limits of La Paz and includes human subjects.  As the author ventures outside of the city 
center and heads to the local market in search of coca and other supplies for the Indian porters, 
she continues to impose a discourse of inferiority on the Bolivian people and their ways of life. 
As Smith Peck presents the indigenous subjects at the market as object of amusement or 
spectacle, she frames the scene to be read as antiquated and as “belonging to a remote patriarchal 
age” (61). Her reaction is a mix of fascination and disgust, observing the “motley crowd” of 
people filling the market area (Smith Peck 67).  
For some of the American readers, the photograph may support this interpretation of the 
market scene. At the center of the image, a child is running loose and a dog sits idly in the 
middle of the walkway, expressing a feeling of chaos or disorder.  Goods are laid out under the 
awning of the market rooftop but also, on the ground, reaffirming the author’s judgement that it 
is a dirty space (Smith Peck 66). The space is marked as being primarily an indigenous one, with 
the presence of multiple cholas, distinguished by their typical bowler hats and pollera skirts.86 
Due to the shadows created by the awning, it is impossible to distinguish the multitude of goods 
for sale, emphasizing the people who occupy the space more so than the products. Thus, her 
evaluation of the marketplace as being primitive and uncivilized stems more so from her racial 
prejudices against the people than their systems of trade and their access to goods as being 
ineffective or deficient. 
Her textual description of the market gives more attention to the food and other supplies 
for purchase in that space, actually admitting the benefits on relying upon local networks of 
circulation of goods. Within the same chapter, Smith Peck juxtaposes her experiences shopping 
                                                 
86 The term chola has different connotations in different countries and time periods. Here chola is used to refer to the 
partially hispanized people of native descent in Bolivia or as Smith Peck calls them, “half breeds” (33, 57).  
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at the local market with making purchases at some of the foreign stores near the city center. She 
admits that the local market has the “largest assortment of goods” as well as “the most 
purchasers” due to the affordable prices of the produce (Smith Peck 67). The author is shocked 
that “meat was astonishingly cheap, just 50 cents buying 12.5 pounds” and that there was such a 
“considerable variety” of fruits and vegetables in-season, also sold at amazingly cheap prices 
(66-67). She explains to her readers that many of these foods are not produced in La Paz but 
rather, brought in from other regions like the Yungas, Cochabamba and Tarija.  In doing so, she 
highlights how reliable and effective local and regional foodways are, underscoring the 
interconnectedness throughout the country that exists without the presence of “modern” modes 
of transportation. In contrast, she describes the foreign stores and establishments of La Paz where 
she goes to buy canned foods and other typical American fare. As is evidenced by the exorbitant 
prices of these foreign goods, the introduction of imported products has been rather difficult, due 
to the existence of just one railway line which connected La Paz to Perú. She complains of the 
high cost of the imported goods, like kerosene, stating that some goods cost five times what they 
would at home (31).  Although Smith Peck’s reflections do replicate typical discourses of 
American superiority, they also unintentionally demonstrate how in Bolivia local and regional 
systems of exchange have persisted and to some extent, resisted full integration into global 
markets and dependence on imported products.  
 Therefore, by reading beyond the dichotomy of modernity and primitivity that Smith 
Peck attempts to impose on her mapping of the Bolivian Andes, it is evident that alternative 
networks of exchange and transport persist and thrive. Although at times the photographs and 
text of Smith Peck’s book work in conjunction to reinforce stereotypical discourses of modernity 
and backwardness, in other instances these representations are in conflict and actually reveal how 
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other systems of circulation exist outside of or on the periphery of global commodity markets. 
Through an investigation of topics of transportation and the exchange of food in relation to 
different spaces portrayed in her book, it is clear that these alternative modes of being are 
anything but primitive, highlighting the complexity of these webs and the value of local 
knowledge of the environment. Identifying these webs of exchange is vital for the deconstruction 
of problematic binaries, which then allows us to better recognize alternative modes of being 
which could prove to be less exploitative and more aware of the environment’s limits. In the case 
of Smith Peck’s text, a reliance on local and regional products circulated at a slower pace and by 
more “traditional” methods of transport can be identified as the alternative to the global 
commodity markets.  
A Complex Web of Andean Modes of Transport 
As is evident in the travel accounts of Maas and Ried, forms of travel which relied on 
animals created vital contact zones, where travelers in the Andes were forced into more 
interactions with the dynamic and ever-changing Andean landscape but also with people of 
diverse racial and socioeconomic backgrounds. The introduction of the steam locomotive in the 
middle of the 19th century undoubtedly marked a major shift in human relations with the 
environment in the Andes, as increased mobility and speed distanced the traveler from the 
landscape, and as mechanized transport allowed for the extraction of primary products on a 
massive scale. Frequently, Andean nation builders purported that railways would create a strong 
sense of national unity by establishing faster and more reliable lines of communication. 
However, through an analysis of newspapers and photography on the subject, it is clear that, in 
reality, railways would alter and diminish the existence of these important environmental and 
cultural contact zones for certain sectors of the population.  
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Fortunately, as the construction of railways was a costly and arduous task, the number of 
railways installed was limited, only connecting pockets of wealth throughout the country with 
foreign coastal ports. Thus, many territories remained unaffected, permitting for preservation of 
activities which follow other temporal patterns. In this sense, the expansion of the capitalist 
frontier as facilitated by the construction of railways should be not be understood as totalizing or 
a catastrophic transformation. Therefore, as was manifest through an investigation of American 
adventurer Annie Smith Peck’s travel journal, despite the attempts of the governing Andean 
elites to transition to reliance on “modern” modes of transport, alternative lines of transport 
















CHAPTER 4: ISOLATION, PRECARITY & COLLABORATIVE SURVIVAL IN 
ANDEAN MINING COMMUNITIES 
“The brilliant riches of the mines of Potosí hide the truth that . . . they are like a quick bolt of lightning that only 
presents us with its brilliant light that disappears, and the loss of so many vassals is a senseless bleeding that leaves 
the body annihilated” -Victorían de Villaba, 1793 (cited in Mercury, Mining & Empire: The Human and Ecological 
Cost of Colonial Silver Mining in the Andes) 
Unlike the introduction of railways or the transition to monocrop agriculture discussed in 
previous chapters, both of which marked significant turning points in Andean relationships 
between the human and non-human environment during the 19th century, mining has been a 
feature of life in the Andean region for centuries. Prior to the rise of the Incan empire, settlers of 
the altiplano near the metropolis of Tiahuanaco exploited various minerals and precious metals 
for everyday objects and artwork (Miranda Pacheco 144). A number of early Spanish chroniclers 
who wrote about the prehispanic history of this region noted that Incan campaigns of conquest 
were often motivated by mineral wealth. For example, in the 16th century Juan de Betanzos in his 
Suma y narración de los Incas described the Incan emperor Pachacutec’s conquest of the 
Kollasuyo region of the altiplano, sending an army of roughly fifty thousand men to take 
possession of these lands which were known for their abundance of gold and silver (50-54). It is 
estimated that indigenous peoples of the Andean region had been developing techniques of 
mining and metallurgy since roughly 1500 BCE (Brown 6). In the indigenous cultures of the 
Andes, the majority of metal objects did not serve a merely utilitarian value, but rather held 
religious significance (Brown 6-7). As mining, like many practices in the Andes, was regulated 
by common principles of Andean reciprocity, all extraction of minerals from the earth required 
payment to chthonic forces (Van Gijseghem and Whalen 271). The Andean concept of 
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reciprocity is called ayni, also meaning mutual help or harmony (Brown 185). Mining was an 
activity which upset ayni and thus, was done with great caution and concern for its impact on the 
Pachamama. For these reasons, the mineral deposits of the region had been hardly exploited, 
according to European standards (Brown 7). With the conquest and colonization of the 
viceroyalty of Perú starting in the 16th century, mining activity continued and burgeoned, spurred 
by the greed of the Spanish conquerors and the Spanish Crown for nearly three centuries.87 
Though mining activities were disrupted for a few decades during the wars of independence, 
they were recuperated again in the latter half of the 19th century, serving as a main source of 
wealth for both Chile and Bolivia. This constant extraction of mineral wealth which began prior 
to the conquest, but which has intensified substantially since, continues to be a major industry in 
these nations in present day and thus, continues to be a main source of environmental 
degradation.  
Thus, perhaps unsurprisingly, Andean literary and cultural production abounds with 
references and depictions of mining and life in the mining communities. As a result, the 
ecocriticism movement in Latin America has given relatively substantial attention to the topic of 
mining, often considering the common roots of environmental degradation and social injustice. 
However, the bulk of this scholarship centers on literary production from the past few decades. 
This perhaps can be attributed to the fact that the more recent works have begun to address 
ecological elements more explicitly while much of the literary production regarding mining from 
the early 20th century, most notably the telluric novel, focuses heavily on the abusive labor 
practices imposed by foreign corporate entities and lacks a strong ecological consciousness 
(Devries 178-179). Nevertheless, these earlier representations of mining activity should not be 
                                                 
87 It should be noted that while inhabitants of what is now Chile had mined silver, gold, copper and mercury during 
the colonial period, they were considered the “poor stepchildren of the Peruvian and Bolivian mining centers” 
(Brown 105). However, in the 19th century, Chile emerged as a major player in the mining industry.  
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disregarded or cast aside due to their lack of environmental advocacy, as much can still be 
learned from their portrayals of relationships between the human and non-human environment.  
Around the turn of the 20th century, an increase in the scale of mining occurred, as 
foreign companies solidified their involvement and control of mining activity in both of these 
nations (Miranda Pacheco 147). Fueled by this establishment of large-scale foreign mining 
industry, a surge in literary production occurred in the early 20th century, particularly of narrative 
forms, which examined the spaces of the mining establishment and offered a social critique of 
the exploitation of the miner. As the focal point of these works is social injustice, the ecocritical 
studies which explore the ecological impact of the mining industry nearly entirely explore the 
toxic effects on the body of the miner and the inhumane working conditions which take a serious 
toll on their physical and mental well-being.88 However, with this analysis, which studies both 
visual and literary forms, I broaden the scope from the physical health of the mining population 
to consider how mining transforms the landscape on a larger, ecosystem scale.  
In this chapter, an investigation of a selection of Baldomero Lillo’s short stories from the 
collection Subterra (1904) and Jaime Mendoza’s novel En las tierras de Potosí (1911) will 
underscore how the naturalist literary characteristics of these mining narratives frequently 
resulted in a reductive image of the environmental implications of mining activities by confining 
the setting to the space of the mining town. In order to gain a better sense of the widespread 
effect of mining on the environment, I then analyze two photography collections by Vienna-born 
photographer Robert Gerstmann (1896-1960), which help to dispel this false notion of the 
limited ecological impact of the mining industry. Specifically, Gerstmann’s photography from 
the collections Bolivia: 150 grabados en cobre (1928) and Chile: 260 grabados en cobre (1931) 
                                                 
88 Here I refer to Devries’s book (chapters 5 and 7 specifically) and Zulawski’s article, while not necessarily an 
ecocritcial analysis, which discusses public health, positivist discourses and the toxic effects of mining on the body 
of the miner. 
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reveal the farther-reaching repercussions of mining on the landscape and entities of the non-
human environment. This is significant because the photographs serve to challenge the 
anthropocentric emphasis of discussions of the mining industry within Latin American 
ecocriticism, which are centered on the detrimental effects of mining from air and water 
pollution on human health. Human and nonhuman health are interconnected and a consideration 
of both allows for a richer understanding of the harmful effects of the mining industry.   
Following a discussion of Gerstmann’s photography of Bolivian and Chilean mines and 
mining communities, I return to the narrative works of Lillo and Mendoza to consider the role 
that indigeneity plays in the existence of techniques of collaborative survival with the 
environment. While these narrative forms are problematic in their representation of the 
ecological hazards of mining as being confined, there is value to investigating these works. Once 
we are able to shift our attention beyond the physical health of the body of the miner to the wider 
environment, it is possible to return to these texts and contemplate how the actors portrayed in 
these works perform actions of what Anna Tsing calls “collaborative survival” with elements of 
the non-human environment (The Mushroom 19-23). Therefore, instead of examining examples 
of negotiation between indigenous and non-indigenous worldviews as I have done in previous 
chapters, I will explore instances of indigenous modes of collaborative survival. Through a 
comparison of Lillo and Mendoza’s mining narratives, I argue that while both works depict the 
workers as oppressed and landscape as heavily exploited, Mendoza’s novel does in fact exhibit 
signs of activities of collaborative survival due to the persistence of indigenous belief systems 




Surveying the Human & Ecological Casualties of Mining Activity in Early 20th Century 
Andean Narrative Forms 
In his examination of the complex interplay of ethnic identities and class relations in 
Bolivian mining communities, sociologist René Zavaleta Mercado has underscored the impact of 
the geographic specificity of mining centers on the formation of the miner’s identity in the 
context of the 20th century. The migration of indigenous populations from agricultural zones to 
the mining centers in the Department of Potosí, a process which Zavaleta calls 
“descampesinización”, resulted not only in a geographic rupture but also, to some degree, a 
cultural one from their original indigenous roots (224). Thus, perhaps unsurprisingly then, the 
geographic dislocation of indigenous populations and their cultural transformation has been a 
recurring and dominant theme in Andean mining literature, one to which scholars have dedicated 
significant attention. However, a problematic tendency exists within discussions of Andean 
mining to reinforce the notion that the environmental impact of mining has a limited geographic 
scope. For example, in his discussion of the environmental effects of mining, specifically silver 
mining, Shawn William Miller states that the direct impacts had a limited geographic coverage, 
“concentrated narrowly around a handful of highland mining zones” (87). The perpetuation of 
this notion of isolated ecological impact is problematic in that it suggests that the toxic effects 
can be contained to a small geographic zone, which permits for people and corporations to adopt 
an “out of sight, out of mind” mentality. As the major Andean metropolises are located a 
significant distance from the principal mining zones in both Chile and Bolivia, and as the 
majority of the inhabitants of these mining towns are marginalized populations of low 
socioeconomic status, it makes it easy to disregard the environmental devastation that stems from 
the mining industry.  
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In Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor, environmental humanist Rob 
Nixon explores how the sources of many forms of ecological devastation which plague our 
planet today remain relatively invisible due to temporal and geographic factors. Nixon coined the 
term “slow violence” to refer to violence which occurs “gradually and out of sight”, that is 
dispersed either across time and space, and that is, “neither spectacular nor instantaneous, but 
rather incremental and accretive” (Nixon 2). Though slow violence is a useful tool for 
considering a number of environmental catastrophes, it is especially apt for considering the 
mining industry, which is characterized by, “a clash of temporal perspectives between the short 
termers who arrive ... to extract, despoil, and depart and the long-termers who must live inside 
the ecological aftermath and must therefore weigh wealth differently in time’s scales” (Nixon 
17). Because of their emphasis on toxicity, malnutrition and physical injury and fatigue of 
miners, both Mendoza and Lillo’s narratives play an essential role in shedding light on the slow 
violence perpetuated by the mining industry on Andean nations. However, while the works of 
these two authors effectively represent the mining towns in a manner which underscores the 
corporeal effects, they fail to address the widespread ecological casualties of the mining industry, 
an oversight which I argue can be attributed to their intense focus on the local frame of industrial 
mining centers.  
Narrative forms from the early 20th century written in naturalist styles undoubtedly 
strengthen this assumption of the confinement of ecological destruction by establishing the 
primary or sole setting of these stories as the mining town, a space portrayed as being 
disconnected from spaces of export and consumption, which detaches the miner from society and 
permits for their oppression. It should be noted that these works were not purely naturalist and 
did also incorporate modernist techniques, a movement which was also influential during this 
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time period. To begin, the majority of Mendoza’s 350-page novel, En las tierras de Potosí, 
depicts life in the mining town of Llallagua, narrated from the point of view of Martín, the 
criollo protagonist who has left his comfortable life as a student to make a fortune. While his 
home in Sucre is portrayed as a bucolic and harmonious place, the description of his journey 
from Sucre to Llallagua over the course of multiple days stands in stark contrast, setting a tone of 
isolation and remoteness (Mendoza 2, 15). His illusions of traveling to “una tierra opulenta y 
soñada, donde sabía que se ganaba el dinero a manos llenas” quickly dissipate as he traverses the 
formidable landscape to arrive at the mining town (Mendoza 2). The third person narrator 
recounts Martín’s journey, stating, “el cuadro de la naturaleza había variado por completo […] se 
presentaban áridas serranías, pampas de aspecto desolado y, en general, una perspectiva 
monótona y desesperante” (Mendoza 15). Beyond offering a realistic or literal representation of 
the landscape surrounding Potosí, passages like this one serve a metonymic function, also 
signifying the reality of the Bolivian miner, one of suffering and desperation (Muñoz 64).  
Throughout the novel, similar portrayals of the Bolivian environment abound, serving to 
accentuate the suffering of the indigenous people and contributing to Mendoza’s social critique 
of mining conditions around the turn of the 20th century. In his discussion of Mendoza’s novel, 
Muñoz underscores how the weather, especially the wind, adds to the author’s critique. For 
example, as Martin approaches Llallagua, the narrator describes how he hears, “agudos silbidos 
entre los pajonales y las piedras esparcidas por la pampa. Había como suspiros enormes lanzados 
por toda la tierra. Había alaridos, sollozos, cánticos inenarrables” (Mendoza 23). In his 
examination of this passage, Muñoz highlights how the personification of the wind announces 
the suffering of the miners as Martin arrives at the mining town (64). 
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  However, in addition to emphasizing the misery and suffering of the miners, these 
descriptions create a sense of confinement or isolation, which underscores the indigenous 
peoples’ entrapment in a system of abuse and exploitation. A number of passages reveal that 
movement in and out of the space of the mining centers located at the high altitudes of the 
Bolivian Andes is an extremely difficult task and an activity restricted to people of a certain 
socioeconomic status. Apart from his return to Sucre in the last few pages of the novel, the 
account of the journey from Sucre to Llallagua is the only section of the novel which offers 
indications of life beyond the space of the mining town. As a wealthy, criollo man, Martín is able 
to make the journey but even for him, the trip is quite arduous and he is met with challenges of 
transportation and housing. He is only able to arrive in the mining town after bribing various 
people along the route with money, alcohol and food that he has brought from Sucre (Mendoza 
25-27). Though this portrait of isolation is a useful tactic to underscore the entrapment of miners 
in this cycle of oppression and exploitation, it is problematic in that, from the very start of the 
novel, Llallagua is established as a confined space, creating the sense that the environmental 
effects of mining could be quarantined to that locale.   
Upon arrival to Llallagua, Martín wanders around town and observes the lifestyle of the 
inhabitants of the mining district. During one of Martín’s first days in the mining town, his friend 
Emilio leads him on a tour of the mines, so that Martín can appear knowledgeable and informed 
on the subject of mining before he requests employment with one of the companies. As the two 
men head in the direction of the mines, Emilio boasts about the richness of these territories, 
attempting to reassure Martín of his decision to earn a living there. Emilio describes the 
pervasiveness of tin in the following manner:    
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-Aquí el estaño está en todas partes: en el seno de la tierra y en su superficie, en la arena, 
en las piedras, en el agua…. 
-Y en el aire? - añadió Martín con buen humor.  
-También, y por ende, en la ropa de las personas, en su piel, en sus pulmones, en su 
estómago… 
-Y en su cerebro? 
-En su cerebro, sobre todo. Hay muchos en que el estaño produce tal obsesión que bien se 
puede decir que tienen el cerebro de puro estaño. (52-53) 
Here Mendoza highlights how tin has permeated nearly everything in the mining town, both the 
landscape as well as the bodies of the miners, especially emphasizing the slow accumulation of 
toxins in their organs. However, it is vital to note that tin is described as primarily filling the 
bodies of the indigenous workers who inhale and consume tin, resulting in severe illness and 
death, but not as impacting the criollo residents, who most often served as managers, police or 
accountants of the mines. Although the hostility of the high mountain landscape is depicted as 
influencing the behavior of all the characters, as is typical in naturalist literature, the criollo 
inhabitants are not physically ill from the inhalation or consumption of minerals. As the criollo 
employees do not perform the laborious tasks of extracting or washing the minerals, the toxins 
do not accumulate in their bodies and thus, their health is not as heavily impacted.   
As the indigenous miners are exposed to great levels of contact with the mineral and live 
in the most vulnerable conditions, it is unsurprising that they suffered the most harmful effects. 
Nevertheless, it is troubling that the people who show the greatest signs of mining’s lethal 
consequences do not possess any level of mobility to go beyond the bounds of the mining center. 
While Mendoza’s novel brings important visibility to the human casualties of the slow violence 
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of the mining industry, it generates a false sense that the detrimental effects of mining are 
restricted to a certain geographic zone and to a certain population, the indigenous miners. Due to 
the characterization of the indigenous people as being trapped in the mining town, with only the 
criollo characters moving in and out of this space, the novel suggests that the illness or 
environmental detriment caused by mining is trivial and limited in scope. The intense focus on 
the space of the mining town and cyclical oppression of the indigenous workers erases the 
ecological consequences of tin mining, such as water and air pollution, soil contamination, and 
the accumulation of toxins in animals and plants, all of which have profound implications for the 
environment.89  
Additionally, the feeling of quarantine or confinement is not limited to the representation 
of the indigenous miners but also the manner in which the transport of materials and goods is 
represented as well. Throughout the novel, goods and products appear in the town of Llallagua 
and minerals are carted away to be exported at coastal ports but this movement of pack animals 
and carts is never mentioned or described. For example, one Sunday, Emilio and Martín arrive at 
the town plaza to find it teeming with life. Upon seeing the spectacle, Martín, “quedó 
sorprendido de ver ese lugar que en los días anteriores estaba poco menos que desierto, hoy 
rebosando de gente, animales y artículos de toda especie. Apenas se podía avanzar entre la 
abigarrada multitud” (Mendoza 134-135). With the arrival of payday, the town is painted as 
having been magically transformed. Out of the desolate and barren terrain a multitude of goods 
and products have appeared.  
                                                 
89 Whereas indigenous miners smelted their mineral ores prior to the arrival of the Spaniards, colonial refiners 
turned to the process of amalgamation to process their ores, which posed a much greater environmental threat 
(Brown 173). Though some of these dangers were known during the colonial period, it is now known that the vapors 
produced by amalgamation enter the food chain as methylmercury (a highly toxic form of the element). The vapors 
enter the atmosphere and are ionized by ultraviolet rays, and as they are washed into streams, swamps and rivers, 
they are converted by microbes into methylmercury, which is “a hundred times more soluble than metallic mercury” 
(Brown 174-175).   
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The transport of minerals excavated from the mine is portrayed in a similar fashion, 
emphasizing the toil and labor of extracting and washing the ore, but never depicting the 
movement of minerals out of the mining town. For instance, on Martín’s first day of employment 
with one of the mining companies, he surveys all the different tasks which comprise tin mining 
and he briefly notices, “entre la niebla llegar o partir manadas de llamas o borricos cargados de 
sacos de barilla o de metal en bruto” (Mendoza 145). This is one of the only mentions in the 
entire novel of the movement of goods in and out of Llallagua and it is described as being 
obfuscated by the fog and tempestuous weather. Otherwise, no references are made to the 
transport of raw materials or to other spaces of export or consumption of tin, which results in a 
false impression of the ecological casualties of the mining industry. Thus, in general, the foreign 
mining companies are portrayed as controlling nearly everything that enters and exits the mining 
town, putting forth an image of confinement of the space.90  Though this may have been true of 
the indigenous inhabitants of Llallagua, who were caught in an exploitative labor system without 
the possibility of escape, the pollutants transmitted throughout ecosystems of the region and the 
shipping of materials and goods undoubtedly had consequences, ones which are obscured by 
Mendoza’s narrative. His erasure of these components of the mining industry is detrimental 
because it lessens the perceived environmental impact of mining by diminishing the dynamic 
interactions, entanglements and relationships between the human and non-human environment in 
the Andes. By only portraying the indigenous workers as sickened by the mining pollutants and 
by not depicting human interactions with non-human beings, the novel falsely suggests that the 
contamination could be contained to a small zone. However, as the contaminants from mining 
                                                 
90 It is worth mentioning that, while mining companies did maintain tight control over life in these mining towns, 
Mendoza’s novel does portray the illicit business of “rescate”, in which tin would be stolen from one company and 
resold for higher prices to other companies (124-129). However, these rescate businesses were often run by criollo 




enter the atmosphere and the groundwater, they are taken up by plants and animals, accumulating 
and magnifying as they travel up the food chain (Brown 175). Unfortunately, the environmental 
implications of the mining industry are diminished in the novel, as the sense of containment 
established by the author erase or obscure the forms of atmospheric circulation and the complex 
interspecies interactions which characterize the Andean landscape.  
Finally, at the end of the novel the criollo protagonist is able to leave and return to his life 
in Sucre while the indigenous workers are left, trapped in the cycle of abuse with no possibility 
of escape or resistance (Mendoza 340). The book comes to a close with an image of Martín 
arriving to his home, flooded by a sense of relief. The narrator recounts Martín’s reaction to 
laying eyes on his hometown, stating that, “sus ideas tristes se disapaban. El ambiente suave de 
su pueblo natal parecía recibirle con sus halagos cariñosos, compensándole de sus anteriores 
sufrimientos” (354). Martín returns to Sucre and while he will always have the memory of the 
experience, all the toxicity and detrimental side effects are left behind and he swiftly transitions 
back to his lifestyle of luxury and comfort. Thus, the manner in which space and movement are 
depicted in this realist novel, while they serve to strengthen Mendoza’s social critique of the 
mining industry, are problematic in that it isolates or confines the violence of the mining industry 
perpetrated against both humans and non-human environment to that space. According to 
historian Kendall Brown, 450 years of exploitation has caused tremendous ecological damage in 
the Potosí region (177). While the most obvious signs of pollution are manifested in the serious 
illnesses of the miners, Brown underscores how “the dust from drilling, extracting and grinding 
ore was pernicious, as was tainted water flowing out of mines and refineries and leaching out of 
tailings ponds, rubble and ore dumps” (176). Therefore, though Mendoza’s novel is an important 
contribution as one of the first mining novels of the Andes, it fails to adequately acknowledge 
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the widespread detrimental effects this industry had on both the people and the landscape, which 
can likely be attributed to a lack of knowledge on the subject during this time period.  
Similarly, Lillo’s short stories from the collection Subterra also maintain a very confined 
geographic scope in his representation of the mines of Lota, located in central Chile around the 
gulf of Arauco. It should be noted that Lillo’s entire collection is restricted to the setting of the 
coal mines at Lota, with very few narrative excursions which extend beyond the limits of the 
mining town. For the purposes of this chapter, I will examine just two of the stories from the 
collection, “Los inválidos” and “Juan Fariña.” I begin with “Los inválidos”, which serves as an 
example of how Lillo constructs a narrow setting of his mining narrative, with little or no 
interaction or contact with spaces beyond the mining center, which is representative of the 
collection as a whole. Although Lillo’s short stories are distinct from Mendoza’s novel in a 
number of ways (specifically with regards to his treatment of the topics of race and class and in 
his use of different literary techniques), his stories, like Mendoza’s novel, also permit for a 
valuable critique of the manner in which mining narratives conceal the extensive ecological 
repercussions of this industry. Then I turn to the story “Juan Fariña,” which is unique in the 
sense that it is the only story which offers indications of the enduring and farther reaching 
ecological repercussions of the mining industry. Though the story’s attention to spaces beyond 
the mining camp is brief, it is significant in that it is indicative of an emerging ecological 
consciousness that came through more strongly in works from later in the 20th century.   
The story “Los inválidos,” similar to a couple of other stories from the collection, centers 
on the slow violence propagated by the mining companies against the workers. Lillo’s 
descriptions of the landscape function in a similar fashion to Mendoza’s, creating a feeling of 
entrapment or isolation with little hope for life beyond the space of the mining town. The setting 
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of this story takes place on the exterior of the mines, where a group of miners is gathered 
observing the extraction of a horse from the mine entry. While the miners are waiting for the 
horse to appear, the narrator offers a survey of the surrounding landscape, “un estéril llano donde 
solo se percibían a trechos escuetos matorrales cubiertos de polvo, sin que una brizna de yerba, 
ni un árbol interrumpieron el gris uniforme i monótono del paisaje” (3).91 The previous 
description stands in contrast to the sounds and movement of the machinery and workers toiling 
in the mines nearby. Beyond the periphery of the mining camp, there is no movement or noise 
except for the harsh wind whipping the dust across the plain, which is described as monotonous, 
showing no signs of life or ecological diversity. This lifeless landscape will be the final resting 
place of the horse extracted from the mines, suggesting there is no possibility of an alternative 
life outside the mining center.  
Then, as the story returns to the spectacle of the horse being extracted, the third person 
narrator describes the chimneys and mining quarters which towered above the mine opening. 
Over these buildings, “una densa masa de humo negro flotaba pesadamente en el aire enrarecido, 
haciendo más sombrío el aspecto de aquel paraje inhospitalario” (Lillo 3). The author creates the 
sensation that the workers are trapped in this oppressive space, which is stressed through the 
weight of the smoke cloud hanging over them and the darkness it causes. The mining camp is 
socked in with a dense smoke produced from the activities of coal mining, resulting in an 
inescapable vacuum of “calor sofocante” (Lillo 3-4). However, this smoke cloud is not portrayed 
as extending out over the plains, but rather as stagnant, resulting in an image of a limited 
ecological impact. Following the extraction of the mutilated horse from the depths of the mine, 
the horse is led by a worker out of the camp and onto the barren plain. While the heat of the plain 
is still oppressive and suffocating, there is a notable contrast in the manner of describing the 
                                                 
91 The orthography in this quote is the original of the author.  
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skies over the mining camp, which were dark and gloomy, and the clear blue skies of the desert. 
The narrator examines how, “el contacto con los rayos del sol, que desde la comba azulada, 
parecía complacerse en alumbrar aquel andrajo de palpitante carne” (Lillo 13). Though both the 
space of the gloomy mining center and the plain on the outskirts of the camp are harsh and 
inhospitable, the atmosphere of the plain is described as being a crystal clear blue (16). Again, 
this contributes to the sensation that the pollution produced by the mining camp is contained to 
the air and landscape of the town of Lota.  
Moreover, the descriptions of the desert plain as scorched and lifeless are problematic in 
that they erase or obscure the existence of complex ecosystems, which subsequently makes any 
pollution which could possibly seep into the surrounding environment negligible.92 Lillo presents 
the heat of the desert plain as being unbearable, describing that, “en sitios ocultos había 
diminutas charcas de agua cenagosa pero inaccesibles para cualquier animal por ágil y vigoroso 
que fuese” (14). Even when the region receives rainfall, it quickly evaporates in the hot climate, 
making it difficult for many species of plants and animals to survive (Lillo 14-16). By 
establishing the setting as barren and sterile, it sets the stage for the horse’s death. Additionally, 
the ample descriptions of the lack of life serve to reinforce this notion of isolation and 
entrapment felt by all of the inhabitants of the mine (both human and non-human). This is 
problematic in that it makes it seem that if there are any environmental implications which 
                                                 
92 Though the location of Chile’s coal and copper mines was geographically isolated from Chile’s major population 
centers, these mines were located in the heart of important ecozones. Specifically, coal mining is known to allow for 
chemicals like arsenic, sulfuric acid and nitrogen oxides to enter waterways and the atmosphere, affecting water and 
air quality and making the survival of animal populations more precarious.  Furthermore, the demand for timber for 
fuel and to construct railways led to significant deforestation in various parts of Chile and caused changes to flora 
and fauna (Brown 176).  
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extend beyond the periphery of the camp, they won’t impact the local flora and fauna of the 
region, as this desert plain is represented as devoid of forms of life.93  
Although most likely unintentional on the part of the author, the story’s conclusion does 
exhibit signs of a healthy and thriving desert ecosystem.  As the horse lies in the dirt, dying of 
thirst and hunger, a large flock of black vultures descends upon the mutilated horse. The 
shadows of a few vultures dance across the dusty ground and then, “por todos los puntos del 
horizonte aparecían manchas oscuras: eran rezagados que acudían a todo batir de alas al festín 
que les esperaba” (Lillo 17). While Lillo likely intends these large, black birds to serve as an 
ominous sign of death and a miserable end for the suffering horse, by describing the birds as 
hurrying to arrive at a feast underscores that they are a part of a natural life cycle. Thus, perhaps 
unintentionally, Lillo, in depicting the gruesome death of the horse, signals the presence of a 
healthy and vibrant ecosystem, but unfortunately, in this story, Lillo’s social critique is void of a 
strong ecological consciousness. 
However, there are a number of notable differences between Mendoza and Lillo’s 
representations of the isolation of the space of the mining camp. Unlike Mendoza’s narrative 
which only portrays the violence against the human inhabitants, Lillo’s story is more productive 
in the sense that it blurs the divisions which frequently have existed between humans and 
nature.94 At the start of the story, a group of miners is gathered observing the spectacle of an 
injured horse being extracted from the depths of the mine (1). The author immediately 
establishes a parallel between the working conditions of the workers and the horse, describing 
                                                 
93 Although the impacts of Chilean mining on the coastal desert landscapes haven’t been studied in great depth, it is 
generally acknowledged that it has caused habitat fragmentation and declining vegetation vigor (Veblen et al., 168). 
For more information on the desert species of these regions, see Veblen et al.’s book The Physical Geography of 
South America (2015). 
94 For background information on this human/animal dichotomy and how animals, both wild and domesticated, have 
been represented and conceptualized in literary and cultural forms, see Garrard 146-180. In this discussion, he 
argues for a reconsideration of what is “human”, as a key task to thinking beyond this divide (146-147).  
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how the sight of the body of the lame horse produced in the miners a, “honda simpatía que se 
esperimentaba por un viejo y leal amigo con el que se había compartido las fatigas de una penosa 
jornada” (1-2). Here, a feeling of camaraderie is expressed which has been forged through the 
shared experience of relentless toil in the mines. Once the horse is lowered down from the crane 
which has lifted him out of the mine, an old miner approaches it and exclaims, “Pobre viejo, te 
echan porque ya no sirves! Lo mismo nos pasa a todos. Allí abajo no se hace distinción entre el 
hombre y la bestia” (Lillo 7-8). Normally, an asymmetrical power relation exists between 
humans and other animals but here, Lillo underscores the fact that neither man nor beast has any 
power to escape the oppressive system in which they are trapped. Though a few pages later the 
old miner gives a rousing speech about rising up and ousting the managers of the mine from 
power, this energy of rebellion quickly dissipates with the arrival of the foreman, again restoring 
the workers to the same status as the horse (8-10). By obscuring the division between human and 
animal inhabitants throughout the story, it draws attention to the fact that the detrimental effects 
of mining activity are not limited to the human inhabitants but also the beasts of burden utilized 
for transport and powering of machines.95  
Furthermore, distinct from Mendoza’s mining narrative, a number of Lillo’s stories from 
this collection occasionally signal the potential for social upheaval and escape from the cyclical 
oppression of this industry. Perhaps this can be attributed to complex intersection of race and 
class which has characterized Chilean culture for quite some time. According to Joanna Crow in 
her introduction to The Mapuche in Modern Chile: A Cultural History, unlike in other nations of 
the Andean region, in Chile, “discourses of revolutionary struggle have often subsumed 
indigenous peoples within the peasant masses and failed to take on board the specificity of 
                                                 
95 Horses played an important role in the context of the Chilean economy of the time, still serving as a major form of 
transportation of people but also agricultural and mining products during the 19th century but also as a source of 
power for machines.  
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indigenous cultural traditions” (11). While in Bolivia the topic of race was at the forefront of 
many conversations of national identity and modernization and indigenous identity was a 
principal topic of Bolivian literary production, in Chile, geographic and demographic differences 
permitted for the topic of race to remain secondary to discussions of class.96   
For this reason, race does not play a role in Lillo’s narrative and has been primarily 
categorized as, “proletarian literature” by scholars, as its primary focus is on the critique of the 
dominant social and political order (Gollnick 53). Perhaps due to this lack of fear or anxiety 
regarding race, it was less risky for Lillo to represent the possibility of the disruption or 
overthrow of the mining system.  In Elemental Geographies: Modernity in Short Fiction from 
Latin America, Benjamin Fraser posits that the images of catastrophe which Lillo puts forth, 
specifically ones of fire, beyond representing the dangerous realities which miners faced on a 
daily basis, evoke the potential for transformation or upheaval (82-83). Thus, in contrast with 
Mendoza’s narrative which solely focuses on the slow violence suffered by the indigenous 
populations of the Potosí region, Lillo, in addition to depicting the effects of slow violence on the 
inhabitants of the mining community, also represents a number of catastrophic events, which 
emphasize the sensational or immediate violence caused by the mining industry.  
 The story “Juan Fariña” is a prime example of Lillo’s portrayal of catastrophic 
destruction and is actually the only story of the collection which makes a gesture towards the 
ecological implications of mining activity beyond the space of the mining center.97  The scope of 
this story is still quite limited, as it only represents the coastal zones located nearby the mining 
                                                 
96 The emphasis on the suffering of the working class is pervasive in all of the stories of this collection but perhaps 
the story which deals most directly with the subject of class inequity is Lillo’s story “El pago”. This story examines 
the grossly insufficient compensation miners received from these companies and how work in the mining industry 
amounted to permanent servitude.  
97 In his conclusion, Scott Devries states that Subterra does not include any reference to the “contamination of local 
watersheds, landscape alteration or the devastating toxic by-products of mining” (298). He makes this claim in 
passing with no further discussion of Lillo’s collection. As is evident in the following pages, Lillo’s story “Juan 
Farina” does in fact demonstrate signs of ecological contamination, albeit subtle.   
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town of Lota. Nevertheless, its representation of the ruins left behind for years after a mining 
explosion serve as a vital reminder of the long-term environmental ramifications of this 
industry.98 While this story is rich with possibilities for analysis, I will limit my discussion to its 
representation of the connections between the mine and the coastal landscape and the enduring 
remnants of the mine following the catastrophic mine collapse.99 The story begins on a 
promontory overlooking the Pacific Ocean, from which one could observe traces of an old 
mining center out amidst the waves of the ocean. What was once some years ago a powerful 
center for the Chilean coal industry is described as stagnant and devoid of life or movement, 
noting how, “los embolos ya no avanzan ni retroceden […] las piezas roidas por el orin 
descansan inmoviles sobre sus basamientos de piedras” (179-180).  The machinery, which used 
to chug nonstop day and night, is now motionless, having been eaten away by the constant 
beating waves and the passage of time, underscoring how the power of the earth-surface 
processes is greater than that of the man-made machines. However, the image of the rusting 
machinery in the ocean also serves as a tangible reminder of the lasting detrimental effects of 
mining on ecosystems, as the machinery continues to be corroded and degraded into the ocean 
for decades following the mine collapse.100  
 Following a brief description of the remnants of the mining machinery observed along 
the coast, the narrator flashes back to tell the series of events which led up to the catastrophe 
which ended mining at this locale.  Whereas in the present the coastal site is silent and 
                                                 
98 Coal mining is known to produce large quantities of waste and toxic chemicals, which can harm animal and plant 
reproduction, and this waste has often been disposed of improperly into the ocean and other bodies of water or 
released into the atmosphere (Ureta 1537). 
99 The story is said to be based on the collapse of the Puchoco Delano mine in Chile in September of 1881. The 
cause of the collapse was officially attributed to leaks but many oral myths and legends existed in the decades which 
followed offered alternative, superstitious explanations for the collapse (Bocaz 25-26). 
100 While no studies have addressed the specific environmental impact of the Puchoco Delano mine collapse, it is 
generally known that mining accidents and collapses result in increased sediment rates in the water and allow acid 
contaminated water to enter ecosystems, deteriorating aquatic life and upsetting ecosystems (Coates 34-36).  
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motionless except for the sound of the crashing waves, in the flashback to a few years prior, the 
same scenery is depicted as dwarfed by the mining industry, as, “densas columnas de humo se 
escapaban entonces y el ruido acompasado de las máquinas, junto con el subir y bajar de los 
ascensores en el pique, no se interrumpían jamás” (180-181). The sounds and movement of the 
mining camp are described as dominating the coastal environment, overpowering all other 
processes at work in this setting. Here again, Lillo’s portrayal of the mining town offers 
indications of the wide-spread environmental impact of mineral extraction.  As the protagonist 
walks into the mining town, the narrator surveys the hustle and bustle of this industrial site, 
observing how “la máquina lanzaba sus jadeantes estertores y las blancas volutas de vapor se 
desvanecía en el aire tibio” (181, emphasis mine). The author’s word choice of a panting rattle 
or rale to communicate the sound of the mining machinery suggests the sickliness of the mining 
activities occurring, while the illustration of the spirals of vapor vanishing into the air 
emphasizes how easily toxins or pollutants are absorbed into the air, water and soil of the local 
landscape.  
Furthermore, though he does not criticize or denounce the pollution it creates nor does he 
illustrate the effect it has on animal and plant populations, it is significant that his story exhibits a 
certain level of awareness of how the impact of mining extends beyond the boundaries of the 
mining camp. Lillo’s description of the catastrophe demonstrates how the limits of the mining 
camp are merely a human construct, boundaries which do not contain or prevent the movement 
of pollutants or species.  Throughout the story, the narrator highlights how the miners in the cave 
could often hear the sound of the waves through the thin layer of land which separated the mine 
from the sea. After the protagonist blows up a section of the mine, two workers notice that water 
is continuing to rise and fill the various passages of the mine. As they reach for an oil lamp to 
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illuminate the space, they are shocked to find that the inhabitants of the sea have occupied the 
mine, realizing that, “lo que saltaba alli dentro era un pez vivo, una corvina de plateado vientre” 
(Lillo 202). The thin cave walls which were supposed to serve as a barrier between the two 
spaces has been eliminated, stressing how permeable the boundaries established by humans 
really are.   
 Turning to the conclusion of the story, following the collapse of the mine resulting from 
an explosion which the protagonist causes, the story returns to the present and tells of how the 
local fisherman still recount seeing the figure of Juan Fariña each year on the anniversary of the 
catastrophe.  The fisherman claimed that as the bell of the local church tolled midnight, “fórmase 
en las salobres ondas un pequeño remolino hirviente y espumoso, surgiendo de aquel embudo la 
formidable figura del ciego con las pupilas fijas en la mina desolada y muerta” (Lillo 204).  The 
dangerous whirlpool, violent enough to capsize ships, serves as a warning against future mining 
projects and a reminder of the powerful forces, whether natural or supernatural, which can upend 
the human-driven projects of development. The apparition of Juan Fariña’s gaze is described as 
fixed on the defunct mine, condemning the exploitative nature of this industry. While this 
condemnation is undoubtedly directed at the abusive and oppressive labor practices of major 
mining companies, as Lillo’s depiction of the mining town does address the enduring effects on 
the regional landscape, it should also be considered a denunciation of the ecological implications 
of mining activity in the Andes. 101  Therefore, from an ecocritical perspective, the story should 
be viewed as a valuable literary contribution and as a precursor to later novels which would be 
marked with a stronger ecological consciousness in the 1950s and later. While Lillo’s attention 
                                                 
101 In the 20th century, the introduction of new mining technologies and techniques led to increased environmental 
problems, disturbing tremendous amounts of earth and “exposing heavy metals and poisons that endangered the 
environment on a new, greater scale” (Brown 177). The time in which Lillo wrote about the exploitative nature of 
the mining industry in Chile was just the beginning of a turn towards even more intense methods of extraction.  
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to the wider environmental impact of mining is brief, it is not common in the Andean mining 
literature of this period, such as novels like Tungsteno (1931) by César Vallejo, Metal del diablo 
(1945) by Augusto Céspedes and Los eternos vagabundos (1939) by Roberto Leitón. However, 
as stated previously, these are the only passages in Lillo’s entire collection of short stories which 
suggests the pervasive and enduring detrimental impacts of mining on the Chilean landscape.     
Overall, the literary techniques in vogue in the first decade of the 20th century utilized by 
both Mendoza and Lillo in their works, due to their emphasis on the space of the mining town 
and the plight of the mining labor force, offer a problematic representation of the scale of the 
ecological damage caused by this industry. However, it is important to recognize and stress the 
far-reaching repercussions of the exploitative industry of mining. Thus, in order to gain a more 
holistic perspective of mining’s effect on the non-human environment, it is necessary to turn to 
alternative sources which can better help to uncover the extensive impacts of this industry. 
Turning to an analysis of space and movement in visual production of Chilean and Bolivian 
landscapes in the early 20th century, I question the supposed limited ecological impact zone 
created by mining exploitation. While the narrative forms from the time period tend to reinforce 
this sense of isolation, by expanding the scope of my investigation to also explore photographic 
representations of mining communities and the surrounding ecosystems, it is possible to 
conceive or visualize the environmental repercussions of mining beyond the context of the mine. 
The photographic collections of Austrian-born Robert Gerstmann, in their ability to capture the 
connections between the local and the broader regional landscape, better allows for an 
imagination of how the pollutants of the mines in the Andean region spread beyond the confines 




Photographic Representations of the Environmental Impact of Mining in the Andes 
In the 1920s, Robert Gerstmann traveled throughout South America taking tens of 
thousands of photographs of a number of countries of the Andean cordillera. Gerstmann, who 
was trained as an engineer, traveled to Chile in 1924 and worked for an electricity company 
briefly. Shortly after arriving to South America, he opened photography studios in La Paz and 
then later, in Santiago, Chile and then dedicated the rest of his life to photographing the Andean 
landscapes. In the cases of Bolivia and Chile, he took a few thousand photographs, ultimately 
choosing just a couple hundred to represent each nation in his published collections, Bolivia: 150 
grabados en cobre and Chile: 260 grabados en cobre. 102 In her discussion of the aesthetic of 
Gerstmann’s portraits of the South American landscape, Margarita Alvarado argues that his work 
does not attempt to “narrate the landscape as a scenery of the progress and industrialization that 
the American nations were seeking to emphasize in the early 20th century” (176). She claims that 
his photography accomplishes sceneries where “a country and rural vision of landscape 
unpolluted by advance and industrialization imposes over urban and domesticated spaces” 
(Alvarado 176). This is not entirely true, especially since he dedicates a number of portraits in 
each collection to portraying life in the mining centers of Bolivia and Chile. Furthermore, while 
certainly many of his photographs do result in a bucolic or romantic sensation, especially due to 
the relative absence of humans, my intention in examining these portraits is to reveal how they 
facilitate an understanding of the dynamic relationships and connections between different eco-
zones. My analysis is not intended to be a comprehensive one of his collections but rather, will 
                                                 
102 These collections were both published by Braun & Co. Editores in Paris, France. The preface to the collection as 
well as the location of publication (Paris) both suggest that the intended audience was a foreign audience, a 
primarily European one.  
165 
 
demonstrate the utility of including photographic collections when investigating the 
environmental repercussions of the mining industry.103   
 Gillian Rose states that the meanings of a visual image are influenced by different sites 
(of audiencing, production and of the image itself) and a number of modalities (technological, 
compositional and social) (19-20). It is essential to consider the social and political relations and 
practices which informed Gerstmann’s production of these images and the composition and 
organization of his collections.  Though Gerstmann’s travels throughout the Andean region were 
not economically or scientifically motivated, the prologues of his collections as well his portraits 
denote how his perspective as a European traveler influenced the composition of his photographs 
as well as the captions which accompany them. Similar to the travel journals discussed in 
previous chapters, the Austrian photographer’s works are marked by a European pictorial 
rhetoric of looking at the South American landscape based in the long exploratory tradition 
dating back to the 18th century.  It is because of this attitude of exploration and conquest that 
Gerstmann approaches the environment of the Andes as an adventure, a challenge or an obstacle 
to be overcome, which is evident in the “visual construction strategies which go from panoramic 
views to enclosed planes of plants and animal photography” (Alvarado 175-176). And it is 
precisely this approach to the Andean landscape which permits us to zoom out of the space of the 
mining camp and better question the extensive repercussions of this industry.104   
To begin, no single photograph of Gerstmann’s collection serves to dispel the notion of 
the isolated ecological impact of mining, but rather by considering multiple or a series of 
                                                 
103 In the preface of his collection on Bolivia, his friend and colleague Dr. Ahlfeld comments that Gerstmann took 
these photographs not “with the eyes of a scientist, but solely as a lover of beauty” (1). Ahlfeld states that 
Gerstmann photographed not just the spectacular, but rather “everything he thought typical of the country”, to 
convey, “the real conception of Bolivia” (1).  
104 Nixon asserts that slow violence poses a representation challenge and emphasizes how important it is that 
seemingly invisible processes are made visible through new approaches to looking at the landscape (3-4).  
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portraits which capture the topography surrounding the site of a mining company. His collection 
of photographs of Bolivia include a significant number of images of gold, silver and tin mining 
activities in near La Paz and Potosí. For example, a few photographs portray mining of the tin 
lode of Araca in the department of La Paz. Particularly, photographs #68 and #132 (figures 7 and 
8) merit a closer examination, because when surveyed in conjunction they help to situate the 
mining camp within the active ecosystems it occupies and draws attention to the dynamic 
physical processes at work which can transport waste products and chemicals throughout the 
landscape. First, turning to Photograph #132 Araca (figure 7), this image accentuates the 
pollution caused by extraction and processing of tin before it is carried away for export.  
 
Figure 7: Photograph #132. Araca by Robert Gerstmann. Credit: Bolivia: 150 grabados en cobre 
(1928). 
According to Gerstmann, this image depicts an Indian woman washing and concentrating the tin 
prior to transport through a technique called simple panning (21). The process of concentration 
involves the separation of valuable minerals, in this case rich tin deposits, form other raw 
materials which are extracted with the tin during the mining process. The particles of other 
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minerals and sediment, which were once deep below the surface of the earth, are released into 
the air and pollute the water, making the water cloudy.  
Like the narrative forms discussed earlier in this chapter, this photograph viewed alone 
creates a similar feeling of isolation or enclosure. However, distinct from the literary works 
examined prior, the emphasis of the photograph is not on the human subject, the woman, whose 
face is not visible and whose hunched over figure almost blends in with the other objects which 
surround the pit. Instead the eye is drawn to the pit or well used for washing the tin, which 
occupies the center of the image. The water is darker than the surrounding land, emphasizing the 
filth or murkiness of the water which results from the process of washing. Objects, like shovels 
and sacks are strewn across the ground surrounding the pit, which contributes to a feeling of 
disorder, and the large barrel in the back right corner of the scene which drips with some sort of 
black slurry, underscoring the contamination of the space. But yet, this disorder and filth is 
presented as being confined. The gravel path in the background and the wooden pole off to the 
right side of the photograph create an angled space which is then enclosed by the darkened 
opening of the hut which houses the crude ore as well as the steep mountain slopes which tower 
behind it.  Additionally, there is a dark opening in the bottom left corner of the photograph 
through which the water of the pit can pass but the photograph cuts off, preventing the audience 
from seeing where the water flows, thus creating a sense of a closed circuit in which the 
pollution and particles would remain.  
However, other photographs of the Araca tin lode allow us to look beyond the confines of 
the scenery of the mining camp. It should be noted that Gerstmann’s manner of organizing his 
collection does not facilitate the tracing the movement or paths of pollution or degradation 
because he does not order the photographs geographically, but rather in the order in which he 
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experienced each of these spaces, with the intention of presenting the sharp contrasts that the 
traveler observes when traversing Bolivia (Gerstmann “Preface”). Nevertheless, his captions 
allow for the reader to trace the connections between different geographic zones, linking the 
local space of extraction and processing of tin to the surrounding bioregion. His descriptive 
captions link photographs #132 and #68, both of which represent the region of the Araca tin lode 
but from very distinct vantage points. Photograph #68 Mount Yunque (figure 8) was taken not 
far from the space of the image of the woman washing tin but offers a more panoramic vision of 
this tin-rich landscape. Though it is not possible to observe large clouds of air pollution or this 
image permits for an understanding of the complexity of physical processes and interactions 
which occur in this area.  
Photograph #68 is an image of Mount Yunque which towers above a lake high up in the 
Andean cordillera. Gerstmann, through his caption of the photograph, attempts to put forth a 
notion of stillness, which serves to augment the awe and grandeur of the image. The 




Figure 8: Photograph #68. Mount Yunque by Robert Gerstmann. Credit: Bolivia: 150 grabados 
en cobre (1928). 
His caption imposes a motionlessness, which mutes the physical processes at work in this 
dynamic setting. This photograph is void of humans or signs of human activities, perhaps 
suggesting a certain placidity or imperturbation. However, upon careful inspection of the image, 
there are a number of indications of the active processes of erosion, melting and fluvial transport 
which occur in these high mountain ecosystems. Though Gerstmann labels the glacial lake as 
still or placid, the ripples of the lake still disrupt the reflection of Mount Yunque, revealing 
movement caused by the winds. Furthermore, the light which shines on the backdrop of the 
photograph just below the towering peak of the mountain draws the viewer’s eye to a pile of 
fragmented rocks, evidence of substantial mechanical weathering. While the portrait does not 
capture a mass wasting event in action, the heap of rocks is indicative of mass wasting caused by 
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weathering processes. When viewed with a geological lens, this space is anything but frozen and 
motionless but rather, exhibits a number of signs of the dynamism of this high mountain 
landscape.  As this glacial lake has been identified by Gerstmann as being in close proximity to 
the mining camps of the Araca lode, the pollutants produced with the extraction, washing and 
concentration of the tin likely move throughout these spaces and are deposited in the soil of the 
lower lying valleys. Thus, these two photographs, like a number of others from this collection, 
provide a valuable depiction of the landscapes of the mining districts which challenges the static 
or fixed feeling put forth by Andean writers of the time period.  
 An examination of Gerstmann’s photographs of the Chilean environment underscores a 
different type of environmental degradation caused by the mining industry. His portraits of 
mining in the northern deserts of Chile near Antofagasta allow for an imagining of the ecological 
effects the transport of rich minerals. While the novel and short stories discussed pay little 
attention to the movement of mining goods and materials, these photographs capture the way in 
which the transport of fuel and raw materials transforms the desert landscape and coastal ports. 
Moreover, unlike the photographs of mining in Bolivia, which show nothing of the transportation 
of minerals across the Andean cordillera and to Pacific coastal ports, Gerstmann manages to 
capture all phases of the mining industry in the Chilean collection. Photographic images of the 
Collahuasi and the Chuquicamata copper mines in the Atacama Desert as well as images of the 
cargo ships at coastal ports emphasize the farther-reaching implications and transformations of 
the landscape caused by the mining industry.105  
                                                 
105 Chuquicamata is one of the largest open pit copper mine in the world (Finn, Tracing the Veins 4-5). It was named 
after a group of Aymara Indians, the Chuco tribe, who in pre-Hispanic times worked the copper deposits in this area 
to make tools and weapons.   
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For example, Photograph #35 Chuquicamata (figure 9) is a partial view of the 
Chuquicamata mine which offers indications of the way in which mining activities substantially 
alter the local space of the mine but also, other spaces outside that realm.  
 
Figure 9: Photograph #35. Chuquicamata by Robert Gerstmann. Credit: Chile: 260 grabados en 
cobre (1931). 
Gerstmann comments in his caption that it “gives a compact and harmonious impression,” 
expressing a certain notion of orderliness and containment to characterize this industry (52). 
Certainly the vantage point from which this photograph is taken creates a compact sensation. 
Because the picture is taken from within the bowl of the mining pit, the audience is unable to see 
any of the roads or railways which extend outward from the mining center. Furthermore, the 
mountains, which are slightly darker than the terraces of the pit, create a sensation of enclosure. 
However, I argue that his photographs demonstrate how the mining industry is anything but 
compact or neatly confined, but rather has an impact on the landscape which is extensive. The 
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foreground of the photograph is nearly entirely occupied by the mechanical shovels which load 
the recently excavated ore onto the railway trucks, which are the focal point of the image. 
Though not in motion, the carts are filled to the brim with minerals awaiting transport to coastal 
towns for export. By situating the heavy-duty, powerful machinery and railway carts at the 
forefront of the photograph it serves to accentuate the colossal transformations of the earth’s 
surface but also draw attention to the large-scale movement of minerals. According to 
Gerstmann, during the 1920s, the mine at Chuquicamata, run by the Chile Exploration Company, 
produced an average of 150,000 tons of copper per year, which were exported at the port of 
Tocopilla over one hundred kilometers away. 106 The eye is then drawn to the terrace-like 
formation of the open mining pit. The eye traces the curves of the stepped sides of the mine, and 
although faint, it is possible to recognize that each terrace has a set of tracks leading away from 
the depths of the mine, indicative of transportation of minerals on a considerable scale. 
Photograph #38 Collahuasi: Llamas que sirven para el transporte de llareta (figure 10) 
was taken nearby the Collahuasi mine and it draws attention to the mining industry’s dependence 
on animal populations and plant species beyond the space of the mine in order to produce, refine 
and transport these minerals. 
                                                 
106 The Chile Exploration Company was established in 1912 by a group of businessmen from the United States, as a 
subsidiary of the U.S.-based Anaconda Copper Mining Company. The Chile Exploration Company was a major 
player in Chilean history, politics and economics and its Chuquicamata mine in northern Chile was the world’s 




Figure 10: Photograph #38. Collahuasi: Llamas que sirven para el transporte de llareta by 
Robert Gerstmann. Credit: Chile: 260 grabados en cobre (1931). 
 The angle at which this photograph was taken, from below, results in the figures of the llamas 
filling nearly the entire frame. The size of the llama figures in the frame serves to magnify the 
role of the llama in the production of minerals, as the angle makes the llamas appear to be as 
large as the machinery and buildings barely noticeable in the background of the photograph.107 
The llamas are facing in all directions, which is suggestive of the way in which the repercussions 
of the mining industry stretch out across large swaths of land in every direction.  
Interestingly, while the title of this photograph is Collahuasi. Llamas que sirven para el 
transporte de llareta, which reinforces that the llamas are the principal subject, the image’s 
longer textual description in the appendix of the collection focuses on the llareta plant, a plant 
common to the Andean desert and highlands but foreign to many American or European 
audiences for whom these collections were produced. To the right of the llamas, what at first 
                                                 
107 Llamas have played an essential role in the transport of minerals since colonial times in the Andes. As the 
construction of railroads was quite difficult in the high altitude and rough terrain of the Bolivian highlands. Even 
well into the 19th century, llamas were used to carry large sacks of ore down the mountains and to ports for export 
(Lane 5).  
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glance appear to be a pile of small boulders is actually a few clumps of llareta.  In his caption, 
Gerstmann explains that powering the machinery at the mining camp of Collahuasi requires 
thousands of tons of fuel and that the most common fuel source in this region is the llareta plant, 
a type of moss which grows well in the desert climate of Northern Chile (52). In the early 20th 
century, mining centers used massive quantities of llareta to fuel machinery as well as steam 
engines in order to transport their minerals to the coastal ports. This is problematic because 
llareta is a slow growing plant, which only grows about a meter larger every century and some 
of the largest of these plants are estimated to have been growing for three centuries 
(Krulwich).108 Due to the slow growth rate of this plant, the large-scale consumption of this plant 
for the purposes of mineral refinement and transportation was unsustainable and the loss of or 
scarcity of this plant undoubtedly disrupted desert ecosystems.  
Thus, by incorporating photographic collections into investigations on turn of the century 
mining activities, it is possible to challenge the motionless and confined portrayal of mining 
communities put forth by authors of the time period, in turn allowing for a questioning of 
broader environmental impacts. This is quite ironic, as photographs are associated with a lack of 
motion, capturing one specific moment unlike other mediums, like film which are associated 
with movement. However, Rose advocates for approaching photography with visual scrutiny, 
insisting that the compositional interpretation of an image must be undertaken seriously, even 
though the content of an image may seem obvious (38-39). Attention to the details of the 
composition of an image (including the color, ratio, content and perspective), combined with a 
knowledge of physical and ecological processes allows for us to detect the truly dynamic 
character of the Andean environment.  
                                                 
108 No page number is included here, as it is an online source.  
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Precarity and Indigenous Knowledge: Marginalized Communities in the Context of the 
Andean Mining Town 
Upon dispelling this false notion of the isolated effects of mining activities, it becomes 
evident that the mining industry, in its drive for progress and the accumulation of wealth, has 
severely disrupted and polluted entire ecosystems, leaving large swaths of territory in capitalist 
ruins.  And yet life continues in these ruins, especially for marginalized populations who have no 
choice but to live in the wreckage of capitalist exploitation.  In her chapter “Arts of Noticing”, 
Tsing argues that in today’s world precarity is not the exception to how the world works but 
rather it is “the condition of our time” (The Mushroom 20). She states that the capitalist and state 
devastation of natural landscape has been so effective that we can no longer rely on the status 
quo or stable community structures and instead must grapple with the notion that everything is in 
flux.  Moreover, she contends that if we recognize that precarity and indeterminacy are defining 
characteristics of today’s society, certainly a frightening recognition, it becomes evident that life 
still springs from unpredictable encounters and other temporal patterns outside the rhythm of 
progress.  
While Tsing’s contribution is valuable in turning the attention away from the ever-
dominant narrative of progress and modernization and towards alternative world-making projects 
(both human and non-human), as her discussion is limited to the 20th and 21st centuries, it 
suggests that these strategies of collaborative survival have only recently appeared. However, 
undoubtedly marginalized and oppressed populations have adopted methods of survival for 
centuries. Additionally, because her discussion focuses almost entirely on places in the Global 
North (the U.S. and Japan), it fails to attend to countries which have long and significant 
histories of precarity and collaborative survival due to centuries of colonial rule. Though Tsing 
does examine some marginalized immigrant populations in the Pacific Northwest of the United 
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States, she does not delve into a longer history of collaborative survival which exists globally. 
Thus, I take the concepts put forth by Tsing and consider them in a broader context, as I contend 
that they help to recognize indigenous worldviews and practices as valuable examples of 
collaboration with the landscape. Returning to Mendoza’s novel, I argue that by approaching his 
novel with indigenous knowledge in mind, particularly notions of ayllu and living in-community 
with earth-beings,109 it is possible to identify forms of collaborative survival invoked by the 
Indian miners. In contrast, the miners in Lillo’s work do not demonstrate similar collaborative 
strategies, which I attribute to questions of indigenous identity, which will be discussed in the 
following paragraphs.   
According to Andean anthropologist Catherine Allen, the ayllu can be defined as a 
community which has its basis in common connection to a territory, maintained by various kinds 
of collective labor and relations of reciprocity and kinship (18-19). Although the ayllu is not the 
formal unit of governance in the Andes, the ayllu has continued to be very influential in shaping 
intra-human relations as well as interactions with the non-human environment. Peruvian 
anthropologist Marisol de la Cadena has also given substantial attention to the influence of the 
ayllu on local and regional governance, as well as on the implementation of agrarian reforms in 
the Peruvian Andes. In her discussion of the concept, she emphasizes that the ayllu should be 
understood as a relational mode and thus defines it as a “socionatural collective of humans, 
other-than-human beings, animals, and plants inherently connected to each other in such a way 
that nobody within it escapes that relation” (De la Cadena, Earth Beings 44). In the context of 
the ayllu then, nothing exists individually and all parts of the environment, human or other-than 
human, are integral to the fabric of community life.  
                                                 
109 Earth-beings a term coined by anthropologist Marisol de la Cadena to refer to non-human entities which exert 
power or energy over interactions with members of Andean ayllus (Earth Beings 93-94). This concept will be 
discussed in greater detail in the paragraphs to follow.  
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With this in mind, it is possible to return to Mendoza’s novel and recognize how it in fact 
does offer indications of the manner in which the indigenous population coped with life in 
capitalist ruins. Though Mendoza severely criticizes the drinking habits of the residents of 
Llallagua, both the indigenous residents and the managers, some of these passages which portray 
the rituals, festivities and drinking customs of the indigenous people actually serve as examples 
of collaborative survival with the non-human entities of the Potosí mining region.  According to 
Allen, for Andean indigenous people living in ayllus, consumption of coca and alcohol is a 
common form of important communication with the land and with other members of the 
community (9). She explains that “the intoxication and satiation so characteristic of Andean 
ritual […] is not only for themselves but for their households, ayllus and for their animated 
cosmos” (Allen 126). Therefore, if the reader can read past the critical voice of the author, it is 
possible to view the acts of intoxication as vital to maintaining intimate relationships with the 
natural surrounds in an attempt to ensure survival. For example, upon arrival to Llallagua, as 
Martín tours the town with Emilio, they stop to visit a sick miner, Arce, in his home. They 
inquire where his son is, to which Arce replies that he has gone to Panacache. Emilio explains 
that Panacache is,  
Un poblejo de esos donde van todos los años, en romería, los mineros de estos 
lugares. El hijo de ese hombre, como te digo, debe estar ahora bebiendo y 
bailando. Se habrá gastado un dineral para comprar sus disfraces. Es el lujo de 
estas gentes. Gastan hasta su último peso por vestirse de diablos, de monos y 
osos, beber y hacer beber a otros… (64-65) 
Emilio’s description of the pilgrimage stresses his disapproval of these yearly rituals. Their use 
of what little money they have in this manner does not conform with the drive for progress or 
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towards civilization, which is the only socially acceptable trajectory during this era of 
modernization. In a situation in which the indigenous inhabitants are crushed under the 
oppressive weight of the mining industry, their actions conform to what Tsing calls “other 
temporal patterns,” ones which ensure their survival rather than accumulation of wealth and 
social status (The Mushroom 20-21).   
Returning to the conversation between Emilio and Martín, Martín exclaims that the son’s 
behavior is an iniquity. Emilio agrees but then briefly explains that “Él debe estar en la seguridad 
de que va haciendo una buena obra. Esperará que su peregrinación ha de conseguir que sane su 
padre. Este mismo debe abrigar esa esperanza” (65). Clearly, Emilio is not convinced of the 
effectiveness of rituals and pilgrimages of this sort, but this passage does acknowledge that their 
behavior is motivated by indigenous belief systems. Their performance of these rituals is 
discounted and frowned upon because it does not contribute to the march of progress but it 
should be viewed as a response to the precarity of their life in the mining town. While they do 
not have any power over their wages or working conditions imposed by the mining company, 
they can maintain their control over their relationships with the earth-beings, by performing 
certain rituals and partaking in alcoholic beverages, at times to excess.    
 Additionally, non-traditional forms of dwelling, which are denigrated by the comments of 
the protagonist, Martín, can also be understood as collaborative survival. For a Westerner, it may 
be difficult to understand dwelling in a cave, as a non-living entity as a type of collaboration. 
However, in Earth Beings De la Cadena discusses how indigenous people’s dwelling in caves or 
other geographical features in the Andes is more than occupying a space, it is a manner to 
commune with the earth-beings which play an important role in the interactions and power 
relations of everyday life (93-94). This is evident in Mendoza’s novel, although it is not 
179 
 
presented as such because of the criollo perspective from which the story is narrated.  As Martín 
gets to know the town of Llallagua, Emilio shows him where many of the indigenous mine 
workers live (Mendoza 66). While some lived in typical houses, a great number of miners lived 
in cave dwellings. Martín observes the mountain side, noticing, “boquerones abiertos en las 
rocas, negros, siniestros, amenazadores, pero dejando notar que en su seno también rebullía la 
vida” (Mendoza 55).  
Martín, who is surprised to see people occupying these dark, damp and small spaces, asks 
Emilio if people really inhabit these caves. Emilio responds that the cave dwellings actually, 
“constituyen una de las habitaciones humanas más disputadas” (56). Emilio attributes this to a 
shortage of housing and the poor quality of the construction of the few houses which do exist. 
However, keeping in mind the worldview which informs indigenous ways of life in the Andes, 
the choice to live in the caves near the two mines of Llallagua can be understood as a way to 
keep close spiritual contact with the landscape that they were forced to exploit on a daily basis. 
Thus, not only is the occupation of the caves a practical survival tactic, it can be considered a 
collaborative one in which the indigenous people are communing with earth-beings, to appease 
them and to ask for their protection. In this sense, Mendoza’s commentary on cave dwelling 
offers important insight into the manners in which indigenous people trapped within the mining 
industry survived in capitalist ruins and took up strategies of collaborative survival with non-
human entities.  
Searching for Strategies of Collaborative Survival in a State of Precarity  
Overall, the literary techniques in vogue in the first decade of the 20th century utilized by 
both Mendoza and Lillo in their works, due to their emphasis on the space of the mining town 
and the plight of the mining labor force, offer a problematic representation of the scale of the 
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ecological damage caused by this industry. In order to gain a more holistic perspective of 
mining’s effect on the non-human environment, it is necessary to investigate alternative sources 
which situate the mining camps within the ecosystems which they occupy and therefore, can 
better help to uncover the far-reaching impacts of this industry. A consideration of both the 
impact of the mining industry on human as well as non-human health, demonstrating their 
interconnectedness, allows for a richer understanding of the detrimental effects of this activity.   
The photographic collections of Robert Gerstmann allow us to do just that. Gerstmann’s 
photographic collections of Chile and Bolivia in the early 20th century permit for us to 
complicate the motionless and confined portrayal of mining communities put forth by authors of 
the time period, and in turn allow for a questioning of broader environmental impacts. Attention 
to the details of the composition of an image (including the color, ratio, content and perspective), 
combined with a knowledge of physical and ecological processes allows for us to detect the truly 
dynamic character of the Andean environment.  Upon dispelling this false sense of the isolated 
effects of mining activities, it becomes evident that the mining industry, in its drive for progress 
and the accumulation of wealth, has severely disrupted and polluted entire ecosystems, leaving 
large swaths of territory in capitalist ruins. And yet, as we see in the case of Mendoza’s novel, 
life continues in these ruins, especially for marginalized populations who have no choice but to 
live in the wreckage of capitalist exploitation. As our world moves towards a state of precarity 
and instability, it is essential that we look to and learn from indigenous populations, who have 






CONCLUSION: NEGOTIATING ECOLOGIES IN THE 21ST CENTURY 
Through the four themes examined in this investigation, it is evident that the long 19th 
century was, in a number of ways, a pivotal time period with regards to ecological relations in 
the Andean region. During the 19th century, food production became more mechanized, the 
introduction of the steam engine led to faster transportation across great expanses, and an 
intensification of resource extraction in the mining industry occurred, all of which further 
distanced Andean peoples from the environment and the other species which also inhabit its 
various ecological niches. However, these changes should not be thought of as totalizing or all-
encompassing. An analysis of a variety of literary and cultural forms from the second half of the 
19th century and the early 20th century demonstrates that, in reality, a complex negotiation of 
worldviews and attitudes towards the environment was happening during this first century of 
nationhood in both Chile and Bolivia.  
By delving into sources which have not been traditionally deemed “canonical” 19th 
century texts, such as newspaper articles, travel journals and photography, it is possible to 
perceive how certain groups of people in the Andes dwelled deeply with the landscape, even in 
the face of sweeping modernization and changes which further distanced humans from nature. 
Upon analyzing these sources, it is clear that not all practices of indigenous groups were more 
sustainable or more respectful of the limits of the environment. However, the recovery of these 
representations of alternative forms of dwelling with the environment is a quite valuable and 
productive exercise. Tsing has advocated for adopting the “art of noticing”, of striving to look 
beyond spaces of progress and innovation and to perceive other world making activities and 
environmental processes which march to a different beat (The Mushroom 20-21). The act of 
recovering lesser studied literary and cultural forms is an important part of practicing this “art of 
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noticing”, looking beyond the hegemonic discourses of progress and modernization which 
pervaded texts of the 19th century in order to pinpoint patterns of interacting with the 
environment which exist on the periphery of capitalist circuits of exchange or which do not 
march to the beat of progress. However, it should be noted that this project has its archival 
limitations with regards to the ability to gain a deeper knowledge of indigenous forms of 
dwelling with the Andean landscape. In the case of 19th century texts, it is quite difficult to 
recover indigenous perspectives, as their voices were frequently mediated by foreign and criollo 
authors. Thus, the conclusions I make in this project are preliminary and would benefit from 
further investigation of archival sources which could permit for a more nuanced understanding of 
their ways of life, which would in turn allow us to better gauge the ecological sustainability of 
indigenous worldviews. 
Even though historically the indigenous people of the Andes have been marginalized 
since the colonial period, many of these groups have demonstrated their resilience, permitting for 
the preservation of alternate worldviews which often perceive and approach the non-human 
environment in a distinct fashion. Moreover, in some instances, the situations of precarity and 
instability in which indigenous people were forced to live led them to adopt forms of 
collaborative survival with elements of the non-human environment, both animate and 
inanimate. Whether adopted in response to increasing precarity or passed on from previous 
generations, Andean indigenous forms of dwelling and collaborative survival have undoubtedly 
influenced greater attitudes towards environment in these Andean nations, and have persisted 
until today. For the Mapuche people of Chile, the latter half of the 19th century brought violence, 
displacement and significant loss. After centuries of staving off Spanish advances into their 
territories, the Chilean government’s military succeeded in occupying the Araucanía, resulting in 
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the incorporation of their lands into Chilean national territory and the subsequent displacement 
of Mapuche people.  
Nevertheless, the travel journals and oral tales from the republican era which portray their 
ways of life following this occupation exhibit signs of resilience and preservation of their modes 
of dwelling. Though with the occupation the Mapuche’s historic territory was reduced to roughly 
5%, they have still managed to maintain their worldviews and somewhat, albeit with some 
adaptation (Crow 46). The situation was entirely distinct in Bolivia, as indigenous peoples during 
this time period comprised about three-quarters of the population (Larson 204). This does not 
mean that their worldviews were predominant, as criollo elites still governed and their ideologies 
reigned. However, the significant indigenous population which was disseminated throughout the 
nation, paired with the challenges of the Bolivian landscape, facilitated the continuity of 
indigenous worldviews and practices.  
Indigenous Andean environmental practices and attitudes, which often abide by 
alternative rhythms distinct from the drive for progress, have at times coexisted alongside and in 
other instances, clashed with the hegemonic perspectives regarding nature. But ultimately their 
worldviews have continued to impact greater attitudes in the Andean region towards the non-
human environment throughout the 20th century and in the present day. Since the late 80s and 
early 90s, Mapuche people have been actively participating in grass roots organizations, 
partnering with environmental activists, and leading demonstrations to continually protest the 
construction of hydroelectric dams on the Bío Bío River in order to preserve their ways of life. 
Furthermore, in the past few decades, powerful indigenous groups in countries such as Ecuador 
and Bolivia have advocated successfully to integrate indigenous philosophies into state law and 
constitutional reforms, which give rights to nature, in an attempt to establish a new relationship 
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between mankind and the environment. In general, indigenous groups all across the Andean 
cordillera have been actively involved in shaping human interactions with the environment.  
Understanding the complexities of the intersection and negotiation which occurs between 
worldviews is a valuable practice which permits for us to understand how current attitudes 
towards the environment have formed over time and how they are distinct from other 
perspectives and ecologies globally. Though certainly the Andes has suffered significant 
environmental degradation in recent years at the hands of climate change, increasing 
globalization and exploitation of landscapes, we still can observe numerous instances of 
resistance and negotiation on the part of indigenous groups that continue to influence 
environmental relations in the region. However, under some circumstances of extreme 
environmental change, life has become too precarious for some indigenous people (as we will 
see in the case of the Uru people of Bolivia), resulting in abandonment of these alternative 
modes of dwelling.   
Turning to the present day, these Andean nations have appeared in the media for the 
environmental crises they face.110 Perhaps one of the crises which has received most attention is 
the loss of Lake Poopó in Bolivia, which was once the second largest body of water in the 
country. Due to overuse by mining and agricultural industries and climate change, the lake dried 
up entirely this past year. The Uru people had lived on Lake Poopó for centuries and the 
vanishing of this body of water “threatens the very identity” of these people (Casey and Haner). 
Though the Bolivian government has attributed the loss of this lake to climate change and shifts 
in El Niño cycles, ecologists say that the vanishing of the lake has been accelerated significantly 
                                                 
110 Also, a number of cultural products from the region in recent years extend the critique of environmental crisis in 
the Andes, such as the films La hija de la laguna (2015), También la lluvia (2010), and El botén de nácar (2015).  
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by overuse by the mining and agricultural industries.111 The Uru people have had an intimate 
knowledge of the lake, its flora and fauna and the climate of the high Andes, which allowed them 
to survive and adapt to the changes brought by the invasion of the Incas and the Spanish. For 
example, at the start of each fishing season, the Uru people would hold a ritual called “The 
Remembering”, in which they would chew coca and recite the names of the landmarks of the 
lake and how to find them (Casey and Haner).  
Moreover, the Uru people possess an astute knowledge of the physical processes and 
weather patterns of the region, gathered over generations, which guide the attitude with which 
they approach the landscape and dwell in it. For example, they identify, “three distinct winds that 
could help or hurt: one from the west, another from the east, and a kind of squall from the north 
called the saucarí, which can sink boats”, which informs their fishing routines and way of life 
(Casey and Haner). The Uru people have practiced distinct world-making projects which do not 
abide by the rhythm of progress, not tied to the major industries of the region. Instead, for 
centuries, they have survived major societal changes and environmental ones by dwelling deeply 
in place and being attuned to the physical processes of the landscape and its flora and fauna. 
Unfortunately, the vanishing of Lake Poopó has had a devastating impact on the Uru people, 
leading them to abandon their ways of life and native territories and instead work for major 
corporations at the lead mines or salt flats a few hundred miles away.112 Ultimately, this case 
underscores the limits of adaptation and negotiation, demonstrating how overexploitation of the 
land can result in a permanent disruption of alternate modes of dwelling with the Andean 
                                                 
111 More specifically, the article says that the booming quinoa industry and salt mining have diverted water which 
would normally fill up Lake Poopó (Casey and Haner). The quinoa industry has had a major ecological impact on 
Bolivia in recent years, as quinoa has become in vogue in Western nations. This booming industry has caused soil 
degradation and a decrease in plant biodiversity (Cherfas). Quinoa used to be a wild staple for the Inca people but 
now indigenous people in the Andes cannot afford it.  
112 For more information on the Uru people and their relationship to Lake Poopó, see the book Exclusión y 
subalternidad de los urus del lago Poopó: discriminación en la relación mayorías y minorías étnicas (2011) by 
Barra Savedra et al.   
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landscape. The loss of the forms of dwelling of this millenarian culture is a tragic one, as the 
cacophony of world-making projects which has defined the Andean region is being homogenized 
into a singular pulse of progress, which continues to degrade the environment at a rapid pace.  
In the last year, the Bío Bío region of Chile has been highlighted in the media because of 
the efforts of the Mapuche people to recover their ancestral lands from exploitative industries. In 
the past fifty years, the forests of the Araucanía have been transformed by the timber industry, 
which has converted a once biodiverse landscape into monoculture pine and eucalyptus 
plantations (Youkee). The increased exploitation of the landscape by the timber industry has 
disrupted natural habitats and has led to water scarcity in the region.113 The degradation of the 
forest habitats of the Araucanía by major corporations has disrupted their modes of dwelling, 
which have tended to abide by temporal patterns outside of the capitalist drive for wealth, 
collaborating with non-human species to ensure survival for centuries. In order to negotiate the 
preservation of their world view and cultural practices, which are tightly bound to the 
environment, they have adopted violent tactics of protest, including burning large swaths of 
forest and property of the timber corporations.  
Though in the short term, the act of burning down forests may seem counterintuitive to a 
worldview which cherishes the non-human elements of the environment, Mapuche activist 
Hector Llaitul explained that they did so, “as an act of legitimate resistance against the extractive 
industries that have oppressed the Mapuche people” (cited in Youkee). The burning of the 
industrial forests has led to a number of corporations abandoning these lands, allowing the 
Mapuche people to recover them and to, “plant crops, breed animals and reconstruct our cultural 
world,” (Youkee). Though some have criticized the actions of some Mapuche organizations as 
                                                 
113 For detailed information on the timber industry, environmental degradation and Mapuche protest, see Torres-
Salinas, Robinson et al.’s article “Forestry development, water scarcity, and the Mapuche protest for environmental 
justice in Chile” (2016).  
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forms of terrorism, Llaitul argues that these acts of defiance and violent protest have been 
necessary, stating that, “when there was no Mapuche struggle, the government did nothing for 
us” (cited in Youkee). The Mapuche people want autonomy and the recovery of their ancestral 
lands which will allow for the continuance of their spiritual, cultural and economic practices. 
This spirit of resistance and unrest has also manifested itself in Mapuche literary production in 
the past few decades. In a recent article on bilingual poetry (written in Mapudungun and 
Spanish), Melisa Stocco argues that the convergence of vernacular language and hegemonic 
language weaves a taypi ch’ixi of lived contradictions.114 The Spanish and Mapudungun texts or 
“versions” are weaved together by contradictions without dissolution in this poetry, which turns 
the written word, which was once a colonizing tool, into an instrument of decolonization and 
empowerment (Stocco 883). However, in order to fully understand these recent instances of 
mediation and resistance, it is still crucial to have a knowledge of the long history of Mapuche 
relations with the environment and their prior efforts of negotiation to protect their territories and 
the non-human species which dwell within them.  
Both of these recent news stories accentuate the existence of a variety of world-making 
activities which have persisted in the Andean region for centuries, refusing to abide by the 
rhythms of capitalist progress and modernization which have been hegemonic in these nations 
for quite some time. Unfortunately, in the case of the Uru people of Bolivia, severe degradation 
of the landscape by the mining and agricultural industries has resulted in the vanishing of Lake 
Poopó and the subsequent destruction of their ways of life. In circumstances such as these, it is 
vital that we turn to and learn from literary and cultural forms, especially ones which have been 
                                                 
114 Taypi ch’ixi is a concept posited by Bolivian sociologist Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui, which she defines as, “an 
intermediate interwoven fabric (. . .) an arena of antagonisms and seductions” (Stocco 870). In Aymara, taypi means 
“center” and ch’ixi can be translated as “mottled or stained” (Stocco 870).  
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marginalized, which shed light on alternative relations and attitudes towards the environment 
which do not conform to the drive for progress.  
With regards to the Mapuche, their strategies of violent protest and mediation have 
proven successful, leading to the recovery of a portion of their lands and the maintenance of their 
distinct modes of dwelling. Though the indigenous people of the Araucanía have managed to 
preserve their practices and worldviews despite constant threats to their autonomy, it is still a 
valuable practice to examine the longer trajectory of their efforts to uphold a less alienated 
relationship to the non-human environment through the investigation of literary and cultural 
production. As our world moves towards a state of precarity, it is essential that we look to and 
learn from indigenous populations, who have adopted collaborative survival strategies for 
centuries in the Andean region, as they provide alternative and times, more sustainable 
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